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PREFACE TO THE U.K. EDITION

THE U.K. HAS always been ambivalent about the European Union
and its role in it. The English Channel, though it only separates
the British Isles from the European continent by less then 150

miles at its widest point, has proved to be a significant force in the develop-
ment of the U.K. sense of identity as well as its sense of destiny. The
U.K.’s close transatlantic ties with America, dating back to its colonial
occupation, has been the other external force that has figured so promi-
nently in forging its consciousness. 

Island nations play a unique role in history. Their mastery of the sea
makes them the world’s traders. They bring distant peoples into contact
with one another. But island nations live a kind of schizophrenic exis-
tence. While they reach out to the world, they also tend to be fiercely
independent and self-reliant.

It’s, perhaps, understandable then, given their independent nature,
that the English became the first to champion the rights of the individual,
to establish a private property regime, to create a modern market economy
and nation-state regime. Great Britain was also the wellspring of some 
of the great theological and ideological struggles of the early modern 
era. England was a refuge for Protestant reformers and it was English
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philosophers who were at the forefront of the European Enlightenment.
The U.K.’s contribution to European and American history is, indeed,
formidable.

But, if the British were the architects of so many of the conventions
and institutions that constitute the modern age, they now find themselves
betwixt and between a fading American Dream and a newly emerging
European Dream in the coming global era, not sure where their own
philosophical allegiances lie. The reason is that Britain is of two states of
mind. Having contributed significantly to the social philosophies that
underlie both dreams, they are torn between which course to take into
the future.

The American Dream, with its emphasis on the work ethic and
advancing individual material self-interest in the marketplace, has deep
roots in British capitalist tradition. The European Dream, with its atten-
tion to sustainable development and promoting the social welfare of the
larger community, also grows out of the U.K.’s long socialist and labor
reform traditions. 

The U.K., then, is uniquely positioned to play a bridge role between
the older American Dream and the newly emerging European Dream.
Were it to cast its fate with the European Union, while maintaining its
special relationship with America, the U.K. could potentially help create
an ideological synergy between the two great super powers of the 21st
century. The U.K. could champion the risk-taking, entrepreneurial sen-
sibilities and sense of individualism that is so characteristic of the
American way of life, within the corridors of Europe. At the same time,
the U.K. could help Americans better understand the need to expand
their dream beyond individual self-interests to include the general wel-
fare of the larger community and a global consciousness more befitting a
globalizing world.

Of one thing we can be assured. In the 21st century, no country will
be able to go-it-alone in an increasingly global economy. Either the U.K.
becomes the 51st American state—de facto—or it takes its place at the
European table. I say this because the U.K. will never fully enjoy the
advantages that come with being part of a seamless market and shared
political space if it continues to straddle the fence, being neither a true
American state nor a full partner in the new Europe. How, for example,
does the U.K. expect to maintain its own currency ten years from now
when most of the rest of the world is doing business in Euros and dollars?
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The U.K. needs to understand that the United States and the
European Union are going to increasingly realize that their own prosper-
ity and security depends on their cooperation with one another, if for no
other reason than the fact that they each represent the two largest mar-
kets in the world. What does the U.K. have to offer to either of these
mega-powers that they can’t better secure by dealing directly with each
other? In other words, I can see why the U.K. needs either the U.S. or
Europe, but not why either of the other two ultimately need the U.K. So
where does this leave the U.K.?

If Great Britain chooses to attach its destiny to that of America, it will
ultimately have to accept an American agenda and an American frame of
mind as its own. If, however, the U.K. chooses to become an integral part
of continental Europe, it will have to accept the duties and obligations
that go along with surrendering some measure of sovereignty to become
part of a transnational political space. But, instead of seeing full member-
ship in the European Union in purely negative terms, as something being
forced on them by the flow of global events, the UK ought to consider
Europeanization as a historic opportunity, with vast potential benefits for
the British people. By being a critical part of a larger European agenda,
the UK can play a leadership role in helping shape the European Dream
and laying the groundwork for a truly global consciousness in the coming
century.

Equally important, the U.K.’s ability to draw America and Europe
closer together depends on it being squarely in the EU fold. Otherwise,
what is the potential strategic value—either economic or political—it
brings to the game? Britain’s ultimate influence and power lies in helping
to lead Europe, not trail behind it. 

The human race is becoming connected. Nation-state boundaries,
once a source of security in an unpredictable world, are increasingly seen
as too restrictive to accommodate the many new identities, affiliations and
loyalties that make up a network way of life. The question for the British
people, and peoples everywhere, is whether to be constrained inside old
political containers, or to reach out and establish new political arrange-
ments more suitable to an era of ever greater interdependence. 

The real lesson in a globally connected world is that no people can
any longer exist as an island unto themselves. The U.K. too, will have to
choose to be part of a larger political affiliation. The only question is
whether it will make its home with America or Europe. 
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INTRODUCTION

IWAS A YOUNG ACTIVIST in the 1960s. Like many of my contem-
poraries, I found myself caught up in “The Great Social Upheaval.”
African Americans were demanding their right to sit at the front of

the bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and marching on the streets of Chicago
with raised clenched fists, chanting “Black Power.” American boys were
coming home from Vietnam in body bags, first in dribbles, then in waves.
College students were demanding an end to an unjust American war in
Southeast Asia and barricading themselves in university administration of-
fices in protest against an undemocratic educational system that denied
them a voice and vote in academic decisions that affected their lives.

Liberation was in the air. You could smell it. Tired of nuclear air-raid
drills, cold wars, men in gray flannel suits, and the stultifying sameness of
American suburban life, young people everywhere were in revolt. Free
speech, open sex, rock and roll, drugs, and flower power made their way
across the country and into every American town and city. The rebellion
kept metamorphosing: at times, it was difficult staying abreast or even
holding on. Class politics gave way to cultural politics, then sexual politics,
and, finally, ecological politics. Che Guevara and Huey Newton posters
were put up on walls and then taken down to make room for posters of the
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Beatles and Rolling Stones, and then they, in turn, were taken down to
make room for posters showing the Earth’s photo taken from outer space.

The Old Left gave way to the New Left. Historical consciousness and
abstract talk of dialectics, materialism, and imperialism began to lose res-
onance to therapeutic consciousness. Instead of quoting from Karl Marx’s
Communist Manifesto or Mao’s Little Red Book, young people were more
likely to share their own innermost feelings and talk about the dynamics
of their interpersonal relationships as politics became group therapy. Talk
of political revolution gave way to the quest for more personal spiritual
transformation. By the early 1970s, process had all but trumped ideology.
In the wings, however, were new movements ready to make their mark.
The women’s movement, the environmental movement, the human rights
and animal rights movements, the gay movement, all broke through and
began to command the public’s attention.

Everyone, it seemed, was demanding the right to be recognized. Peo-
ple were coming out of closets, opening doors, beating down on fences
and barricades, pushing before microphones and cameras, in a mass adren-
aline rush whose only apparent purpose, at times, was to eliminate bound-
aries and borders of every conceivable kind. It was madness of a particular
ilk. At the eye of the storm were two crosscutting currents: the first, a rest-
less yearning for some kind of higher personal calling in what was per-
ceived to be an increasingly materialistically oriented world; the second,
the need to find some sense of shared community in a society grown re-
mote and uncaring. We all dreamed of a new age where each person’s
rights were respected, no one was left behind, cultural differences were
welcomed, everyone could enjoy a good quality of life and still live
sustainably with the Earth, and people could live together in peace and
harmony.

Most of us railed against the American empire, which was blamed for
just about every ill besetting society. Some even reverted to terrorist ac-
tivity in the vain hope of bringing the system down. A similar social up-
heaval was taking place at the same time in Europe and elsewhere around
the world.

But through it all, virtually every young American activist I knew be-
lieved, deep down, that if fundamental changes were to occur, they would
start here in America and spread to the rest of the world. That’s because
even in the darkest days of our disbelief, we kept the belief in the Ameri-
can Spirit—that unflagging conviction that America is a special place with

2 I N T R O D U C T I O N

18



a special calling. Although not one of my friends in the “movement”
would dare admit it, we all retained the unique American sense that here
in this country anything and everything is possible to achieve if only we
feel strongly enough and are determined enough to make a difference.
European youth were far less convinced that anything they did would
really ever make a difference. Their politics were motivated more by defi-
ance than by reform.

Now, more than thirty years later, the tables have turned. Much of the
feelings we once had about what’s wrong with the world and what needs to
be done to remedy it failed to take root and mature here in America. Yes,
we have our fair share of public interest groups advancing any one of a
number of ideas and causes whose lineage can be traced back to the rest-
less yearnings bubbling up from the ghetto streets and college campuses
more than a generation ago. But, curiously, it is in Europe where the feel-
ings of the sixties generation has given rise to a bold new experiment in
living—one whose shadowy outline was just barely perceptible to us back
then in the days of our youth.

One could point to many reasons why Europeans seem to be leading
the way into the new era. But among all the possible explanations, one
stands out. It is the cherished American Dream itself, once the ideal and
envy of the world, that has led America to its current impasse. That dream
emphasizes the unbridled opportunity of each individual to pursue suc-
cess, which, in the American vernacular, has generally meant financial
success. The American Dream is far too centered on personal material ad-
vancement and too little concerned with the broader human welfare to be
relevant in a world of increasing risk, diversity, and interdependence. It is
an old dream, immersed in a frontier mentality, that has long since be-
come passé. While the American Spirit is tiring and languishing in the
past, a new European Dream is being born. It is a dream far better suited
to the next stage in the human journey—one that promises to bring hu-
manity to a global consciousness befitting an increasingly interconnected
and globalizing society.

The European Dream emphasizes community relationships over indi-
vidual autonomy, cultural diversity over assimilation, quality of life over
the accumulation of wealth, sustainable development over unlimited ma-
terial growth, deep play over unrelenting toil, universal human rights and
the rights of nature over property rights, and global cooperation over the
unilateral exercise of power.

I N T R O D U C T I O N 3
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The European Dream exists at the crossroads between post-modernity
and the emerging global age and provides the suspension to bridge the
divide between the two eras. Post-modernity was never meant to be a
new age but, rather, was more of a twilight period of modernity—a time to
sit in judgment about the many shortfalls of the modern era. If the six-
ties generation of protests and experimentation was aimed at both knock-
ing down old boundaries that constrained the human spirit and testing
new realities, it came with an intellectual companion in the form of post-
modern thought.

The post-modernists asked how the world came to be locked into a
death chant. What were the reasons that led to the dropping of the atomic
bombs over the Japanese cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and the estab-
lishment of Nazi death camps in Europe, detention camps in the Gulag, and
Maoist re-education camps in the Chinese countryside? How did we end
up in a world more divided than ever between rich and poor? Why were
women, people of color, and ethnic minorities around the world discrim-
inated against or, worse yet, held in conditions of bondage? Why were we
destroying the environment and poisoning our biosphere? Why were some
nations continually bullying other nations and seeking hegemony through
war, conquest, and subjugation? How did the human race come to lose its
innate sense of deep play and become machinelike drones, even to the
point of making ceaseless work the very definition of a person’s existence?
When and why did materialism become a substitute for idealism and con-
sumption metamorphose from a negative to a positive term?

The post-modernists looked to modernity itself as the culprit. They
placed the blame for much of the world’s ills on what they regarded as the
rigid assumptions underlying modern thought. The European Enlighten-
ment, with its vision of unlimited material progress, came in for particular
rebuke, as did market capitalism, state socialism, and nation-state ideol-
ogy. Modernity, argued the post-modernist thinkers, was at its core deeply
flawed. The very ideas of a knowable objective reality, irreversible linear
progress, and human perfectibility were too rigidly conceived and histor-
ically biased, and failed to take into consideration other perspectives and
points of view of the human condition and the ends of history.

The new generation of scholars was leery of overarching grand narra-
tives and single-minded utopian visions that attempted to create a unified
vision of human behavior. By locking humanity into the “one right way”
of thinking about the world, post-modernists contend, modern thought
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became dismissive of any other points of view and ultimately intolerant of
opposing ideas of any kind. Those in power—be they capitalists or social-
ists, conservatives or liberals—continue to use these meta-narratives to
keep people contained and controlled, argue the post-modernists. Mod-
ern thought, according to the critics, has been used to justify colonial ven-
tures around the world and keep people divided from one another and in
conditions of subservience to the powers that be.

It was the stifling nature of these all-encompassing grand visions and
single-minded utopian ideas about how people were expected to behave
and act in the world that the sixties generation rebelled against. The post-
modernists provided the rationalization for the revolt, arguing that there
is no one single perspective but, rather, as many perspectives of the world
as there are individual stories to tell. Post-modern sociology emphasizes
pluralism and tolerance of the different points of view that make up the
totality of the human experience. For the post-modernists, there is no one
ideal regime to which to aspire but, rather, a potpourri of cultural experi-
ments, each of value.

The post-modernists engaged in an all-out assault on the ideological
foundations of modernity, even denying the idea of history as a redemp-
tive saga. What we end up with at the end of the post-modern decon-
struction process are modernity reduced to intellectual rubble and an
anarchic world where everyone’s story is equally compelling and valid and
worthy of recognition.

If the post-modernists razed the ideological walls of modernity and
freed the prisoners, they left them with no particular place to go. We be-
came existential nomads, wandering through a boundaryless world full of
inchoate longings in a desperate search for something to be attached to
and believe in. While the human spirit was freed up from old categories of
thought, we are each forced to find our own paths in a chaotic and frag-
mented world that is even more dangerous than the all-encompassing one
we left behind.

Post-modern thought didn’t make significant inroads into what we call
middle America. It has always been more influential in Europe. Over half
of all Americans are devoutly religious—more so than any other industri-
alized people—and they just don’t buy the idea of a relativist world. Reli-
gious Americans still believe in a grand scheme of things and live their
beliefs intimately each day. More secular Americans, while not wedded to
an overarching religious frame of reference, are generally committed to
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another all-encompassing social vision—the Enlightenment idea of history
as the steady and irreversible advance of material progress. There is, how-
ever, a third, smaller grouping in America, which is made up largely of the
activist and counterculture generation of the 1960s, and their now grown
children, who are far more comfortable with post-modernity. They tend to
view the world less in terms of absolute values and ironclad truths and
more in terms of relative values and changing preferences and are generally
more tolerant of other points of view and multicultural perspectives.

Political analysts divide America into two cultural camps, the reds and
the blues, and argue that the former reflect America’s strongly held con-
servative religious values while the latter are far more liberal and cosmo-
politan in their orientation. The red population, according to pollsters, is
geographically concentrated in the Southeast, Middle-west, prairie states,
Rocky Mountain states, and the southwest region of the country. The blue
part of the population is clustered more in the Northeast, upper Middle-
west, and the West Coast.

Although a convenient shorthand for analyzing voting trends, what
the pollsters miss is that a majority of Americans, red and blue, ascribe to
an American way of life that is steeped in modernist ideology. Even the
blues, with their greater tolerance for other perspectives and points of
view, are inclined to believe that there is an overriding purpose to the hu-
man journey and a right way to live in the world.

Europeans, in comparison, have been much more eager to critique the
basic assumptions of modernity and embrace a post-modern orientation.
Their willingness has much to do with the devastation wrought by two
world wars and the specter of a continent lying in near ruins in 1945 as a
result of blind adherence to utopian visions and ideologies.

European intellectuals, understandably, led the charge against the
modernity project. They were anxious to make sure that the old dogmas
would never again take them down the road to destruction. Their across-
the-bow attack on meta-narratives led them to champion multiculturalism
and eventually universal human rights and the rights of nature. Multicul-
turalism was viewed by the post-modernists as an antidote, of sorts, to
modern thought, a way of countering a doctrinaire single frame of refer-
ence with multiple perspectives. The rights agenda broadened the assault
on a single perspective even more. Universal human rights and the rights
of nature were a way of recognizing that every person’s story is of equal
worth and that the Earth itself matters. But here is where the logic of post-
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modernity began to run up against its own internal contradiction. The
very recognition of universal human rights and the rights of nature sug-
gests a meta-narrative. “Universal” means something everyone recognizes
and accepts as fundamental and indivisible. Rather unintentionally, post-
modernists dug their own grave by acknowledging that there exists at least
one universal idea to which everyone can potentially agree—that is, that
every human life has equal value and that nature is worthy of respect and
consideration.

The European Dream takes over where post-modernity trails off.
Stripped to its bare essentials, the European Dream is an effort at creating
a new historical frame that can both free the individual from the old yoke
of Western ideology and, at the same time, connect the human race to a
new shared story, clothed in the garb of universal human rights and the in-
trinsic rights of nature—what we call a global consciousness. It is a dream
that takes us beyond modernity and post-modernity and into a global age.
The European Dream, in short, creates a new history.

It has been fashionable of late, within American conservative intellec-
tual circles, to discuss the question of the end of history. Some, like Fran-
cis Fukuyama, argue that with the fall of Soviet Communism, liberal
market-oriented democracies have triumphed and will likely not be re-
placed by any alternative models in the future. Although somewhat soph-
omoric, the debate over the end of history illustrates the bias of many
contemporary historians, who assume that history is no more than the un-
folding struggle between competing economic and political ideologies
over how resources are to be expropriated and made productive, how cap-
ital and property are to be controlled and distributed, and how people are
to be governed. For some, the American Dream, with its emphasis on un-
fettered individual accumulation of wealth in a democratically governed
society, represents the ultimate expression of the end of history.

The new European Dream is powerful because it dares to suggest a
new history, with an attention to quality of life, sustainability, and peace
and harmony. In a sustainable civilization, based on quality of life rather
than unlimited individual accumulation of wealth, the very material basis
of modern progress would be a thing of the past. A steady-state global
economy is a radical proposition, not only because it challenges the con-
ventional way we have come to use nature’s resources but also because it
does away with the very idea of history as an ever-rising curve of material
advances. The objective of a sustainable global economy is to continually

I N T R O D U C T I O N 7
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reproduce a high-quality present state by aligning human production and
consumption with nature’s ability to recycle waste and replenish re-
sources. A sustainable, steady-state economy is truly the end of history de-
fined by unlimited material progress.

If the European Dream represents the end of one history, it also
suggests the beginning of another. What becomes important in the new
European vision of the future is personal transformation rather than indi-
vidual material accumulation. The new dream is focused not on amassing
wealth but, rather, on elevating the human spirit. The European Dream
seeks to expand human empathy, not territory. It takes humanity out of
the materialist prison in which it has been bound since the early days of
the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and into the light of a new future
motivated by idealism.

This book is about the older American Dream and the newly emerg-
ing European Dream. In a sense, it represents a first rough cut, with all the
shortcomings that accompany an effort of this kind.

While I remain viscerally attached to the American Dream, especially
to its unswerving belief in the pre-eminence of the individual and personal
responsibility and accountability, my hope for the future pulls me to the
European Dream, with its emphasis on collective responsibility and global
consciousness. I have attempted, in the pages that follow, to find some
synergism between both visions, with the hope of reaching a synthesis that
combines the best of each dream.

Of this much I’m relatively sure. The fledgling European Dream rep-
resents humanity’s best aspirations for a better tomorrow. A new genera-
tion of Europeans carries the world’s hopes with it. This places a very
special responsibility on the European people, the kind our own founding
fathers and mothers must have felt more than two hundred years ago,
when the rest of the world looked to America as a beacon of hope. I hope
our trust is not trifled away.

8 I N T R O D U C T I O N
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1
The Slow Death of
the American Dream

MY FATHER, Milton, was born in Denver, Colorado, in 1908.
My mother, Vivette, was born three years later in El Paso,
Texas, just this side of the Mexican border. They were among

the last generation to grow up during a time when cowboys still roamed
the range, although in greatly diminished numbers, and the frontier was
still fresh in people’s minds. My parents were Westerners. They were
weaned on that very special catechism that we have come to know as the
American Spirit. My parents’ worldview was uncomplicated and very
much the product of the frontier mentality. My mother would tuck me in
at night, and instead of reading me childhood stories about goblins and
fairies, she would recount the day’s activities, of what had been accom-
plished and what was left to be done, always leaving me with a sense of an-
ticipation of what exciting things lay ahead the next day. I could hardly
wait. My mother believed that each person had a destiny. We are each
chosen to make something out of ourselves, to contribute something to
the world. But for her, destiny was not fate, but rather opportunity wait-
ing to be seized and acted upon. Whether one lived out one’s destiny de-
pended on how strongly one believed in his or her ability to affect the
world. 
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My mother used every situation as a pretext to push home the princi-
ple that guided her life and the lives of so many Americans of her era. She
would say to me, “Jeremy, in America, you can do anything you choose to
do and be anyone you choose to be, if you want to do it or be it badly
enough.” Personal willpower, for my mom, was the force that opened up
the door to all the possibilities of the future. “Believe in yourself,” she
would say, “and you will be able to move mountains.” Of course, for my
mom’s generation, still close to America’s frontier past, all of this just
seemed to make common sense. A half century later, when such exhorta-
tions began to fade from the collective memory, educators, psychiatrists,
and parents began to re-introduce them in a more structured if not artifi-
cial way, in the form of “self-esteem” seminars and instruction. But, in the
new contrived context, the exercise seems a bit too desperate, perhaps be-
cause it lacks any kind of historical context or mission. Self-esteem has
come to mean “feeling good about oneself,” often without any specific end
in mind.

While my mom provided the inspiration to allow my imagination to
take flight, it was my dad who provided the measure of American realism
and practicality to make my dreams come true. He would say, “Son, a lot
of people dream of doing great things, but what separates the dreamers
from the doers is discipline and hard work.” Then he would invariably at-
tach his own sense of statistical probability to the chances of success. “My
boy, always remember that success in life is the result of ninety-nine per-
cent hard work and one percent talent . . . and don’t ever forget, no one is
ever going to hand you success in life or give you something for nothing.
You are on your own.”

A Nation of Dreamers

There you have it. The American Credo. These are the aphorisms that
most little boys—fewer girls—grew up on, at least until very recently. I
have asked many of my European friends if their parents passed on simi-
lar teachings, only to be greeted with puzzled expressions. So, I suspect
that this particular legacy is uniquely American.

It’s interesting to note that although people have been living the
American Dream for two centuries, the term didn’t become part of the
popular lexicon until 1931. Historian James Truslow Adams published a

1 2 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M
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book entitled The Epic of America, in which the term “American Dream”
was used for the very first time.1 Adams originally wanted to use the term
in the title of the book, but his editor, Ellery Sedgwick, refused, saying
that “no red-blooded American would pay $3.50 for a dream.”2 Adams’s
retort at the time was that “red-blooded Americans have always been will-
ing to gamble their last peso on a dream.”3 In hindsight, Adams’s intuition
about the American psyche proved far closer to the mark. Today, around
the world, people know about the American Dream and can articulate its
meaning. The term has become so well known that in most languages,
people simply refer to it in the English vernacular.

For an American, it’s peculiar to think that people of other cultures and
lands have no counterpart to the American Dream. When I ask people from
around the world what their dream is, they are taken aback. How strange it
must be for them to know so much about our American Dream without
having one of their own. That’s beginning to change. My sense is that a
European Dream is now beginning to take shape and form. It’s still in its
birthing stage, but its contours are already becoming clear. In many re-
spects, the European Dream is the mirror opposite of the American Dream,
making it easier to understand by holding it up to the American image and
noting the many dissimilarities.

The American and European dreams are, at their core, about two dia-
metrically opposed ideas of freedom and security. Americans hold a nega-
tive definition of what it means to be free and, thus, secure. For us,
freedom has long been associated with autonomy. If one is autonomous,
he or she is not dependent on others or vulnerable to circumstances out-
side of his or her control. To be autonomous, one needs to be propertied.
The more wealth one amasses, the more independent one is in the world.
One is free by becoming self-reliant and an island unto oneself. With
wealth comes exclusivity, and with exclusivity comes security.

The new European Dream, however, is based on a different set of as-
sumptions about what constitutes freedom and security. For Europeans,
freedom is not found in autonomy but in embeddedness. To be free is to
have access to a myriad of interdependent relationships with others. The
more communities one has access to, the more options and choices one
has for living a full and meaningful life. With relationships comes inclu-
sivity, and with inclusivity comes security.

The American Dream puts an emphasis on economic growth, per-
sonal wealth, and independence. The new European Dream focuses more
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on sustainable development, quality of life, and interdependence. The
American Dream pays homage to the work ethic. The European Dream is
more attuned to leisure and deep play. The American Dream is insepara-
ble from the country’s religious heritage and deep spiritual faith. The
European Dream is secular to the core. The American Dream is assimila-
tionist. We associate success with shedding our former cultural ties and
becoming free agents in the great American melting pot. The European
Dream, by contrast, is based on preserving one’s cultural identity and liv-
ing in a multicultural world. The American Dream is wedded to love of
country and patriotism. The European Dream is more cosmopolitan and
less territorial. Americans are more willing to employ military force in the
world, if necessary, to protect what we perceive to be our vital self-interests.
Europeans are more reluctant to use military force and, instead, favor
diplomacy, economic assistance, and aid to avert conflict and prefer peace-
keeping operations to maintain order. Americans tend to think locally,
while European’s loyalties are more divided and stretch from the local to
the global. The American Dream is deeply personal and little concerned
with the rest of humanity. The European Dream is more expansive and
systemic in nature and, therefore, more bound to the welfare of the planet.

That isn’t to say that Europe has suddenly become Shangri-la. For all
of its talk about inclusivity, diversity, and preserving cultural identity, Eu-
ropeans have become increasingly hostile toward newly arrived immi-
grants and asylum seekers. Ethnic strife and religious intolerance continue
to flare up in various pockets across Europe. Anti-Semitism is on the rise
again, as is discrimination against Muslims and other religious minorities.
While European nations and the European public berate American mili-
tary hegemony and what they regard as a trigger-happy foreign policy,
they are more than willing, on occasion, to let the U.S. armed forces safe-
guard European security interests.

Meanwhile, the Brussels’ governing machinery, say European Union
(EU) supporters and critics alike, is a labyrinthine maze of bureaucratic
red tape that frustrates even the most optimistic Europhiles. EU govern-
ment officials are often accused of being aloof and unresponsive to the
needs of the European citizens they are supposed to serve. European
Union staff have been caught up in financial scandal. Special interests—
and especially the farm lobby—are accused of exerting undue influence
over the allocation of EU funds. The small member states accuse Ger-
many and France of bullying and bulldozing through protocols and
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treaties favorable to their interests and, worse yet, of not obeying the ex-
isting EU directives when inconvenient, and thus creating a double stan-
dard within the Union. Most recently, both countries announced they
would refuse to adhere to the EU requirement that their budget deficit be
restricted to 3 percent of their Gross Domestic Product (GDP). (The
GDP is a measure of the value of total output of goods and services pro-
duced each year.) Germany and France accuse the smaller and poorer
states of not being grateful for all the economic assistance they have ex-
tended to them over the years. Everyone accuses the United Kingdom of
periodically sabotaging efforts to create a stronger union of European
peoples. For their part, the Brits waffle back and forth, not sure whether
their own best long-term interests rest with being part of a greater Europe
or going it alone. On top of all this, economic reforms inside the Union
have slowed of late, raising serious doubts about Europe’s hope of becom-
ing the world’s most competitive economy by the end of the decade. The
list of grievances, frustrations, slights, and mishaps is tediously long but
probably no more so than one might expect of charges aimed at other
government entities in the world today.

The point, however, is not whether the Europeans are living up to the
dream they have for themselves. We Americans have never fully lived up
to our own dream. Rather, what’s important is that Europe has articulated
a new vision for the future that’s different in many of its most fundamen-
tal aspects from America’s. It is this basic difference in how Europeans and
Americans envision their future that is so important to understanding the
dynamic that is unfolding between these two great superpowers of the
twenty-first century.

But I’m getting slightly ahead of the story. We will delve into these
two very different dreams throughout the remainder of the book, with an
idea to understanding why the European Dream might be better posi-
tioned to accommodate the many forces that are leading us to a more con-
nected and interdependent globalized society.

To appreciate the new European Dream, however, we need to better
understand what made the American Dream so compelling for so many
people, both here and around the world, for more than two centuries.
That dream, so powerful and seductive that it captured the imagination
and heart of much of humanity, is now losing its luster—aging if you
will—as new global realities force a rethinking of the human vision in the
coming era. What were once considered the prime virtues of the Ameri-
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can Dream are increasingly viewed as drawbacks and even impediments to
the fulfillment of human aspirations, a reality few would have imagined
just a short while ago. The fall of the American Dream is, in many ways,
inseparably linked to the rise of the new European Dream. That is be-
cause it is the very shortcomings of the older vision that are making the
new vision appear so attractive.

Before we begin this exploration of changing dreams, a confession is in
order. I have a deep attachment to the American Dream. It has been my
spiritual and philosophical guide for all of my life. Whatever I have done
with my life, I owe much of it to following the American Dream that my
parents passed down to me when I was a child. But, I also have to admit
that the misgivings I now have about how I’ve lived my own life are also
deeply entwined with the myth of the American Dream, something that I
hope will become more clear in the pages and passages that follow as we
explore the end of one great human journey and the beginning of another.

If I were to be given the choice of living my life over, I would likely
choose to be an American again. There is so much to admire about this
country. Its beauty and its majesty are what come to the minds of new-
comers when they first visit our shores. It has long been a beacon in a
troubled world; a place where a human being could become what he or
she chose to be.

What really separates America from all of the political experiments
that preceded it is the unbounded hope and enthusiasm, the optimism that
is so thick at times that it can bowl you over. This is a land dedicated to
possibilities, a place where constant improvement is the only meaningful
compass and progress is regarded to be as certain as the rising sun. We are
a people who threw off the yoke of tyranny and vowed never to be ruled
by arbitrary elites of any kind. We eschew hereditary transmission and
class distinctions, embrace the democratic spirit, and believe that every-
one should be judged solely on his or her merits.

Americans have long been aware of our special circumstance. We
think of America as a refuge for every human being who has ever dreamed
of a better life and been willing to risk his or her own to come here and
start over. Cynicism, skepticism, and pessimism are completely alien to
the American way and find little support among the American people.
Can the same be said of Europe?

That’s why it saddens me to say that America is no longer a great
country. Yes, it’s still the most powerful economy in the world, with a mil-
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itary presence unmatched in all of history. But to be a great country, it is
necessary to be a good country. It is true that people everywhere enjoy
American cultural forms and consumer goods. Rap music, action movies,
and other forms of entertainment, as well as our brand-name clothes, are
eagerly snapped up around the world. America is even envied, but it is no
longer admired as it once was. The American Dream, once so coveted, has
increasingly become an object of derision. Our way of life no longer in-
spires but, rather, is looked on as outmoded and, worse yet, as something
to fear, or abhor.

Even most Americans, if we took the time to really think about it,
would have to say that we have somehow gotten off track, lost our way. We
are not as sure about who we are and what we stand for, about what moti-
vates and inspires us on both a personal and a collective basis. To some ex-
tent, it’s the American Dream itself that has led us to our present sense of
malaise. Its central tenets are less applicable in a globally connected world,
something we will explore at great length throughout the book. Just as im-
portant is the fact that the American Dream has been truncated, with part
of its essence being left by the wayside, leaving the core hollow. We’ll
come back to the second point shortly.

A Chosen People

The first thing to understand about the American Dream is that from the
very beginning it was meant to be exclusive to America. It was never
meant to be a dream shared with or exported to the rest of the world. Its
power rested in its particularism, not in its universalism. One can only
pursue the American Dream on American soil. The dream’s uniqueness to
the American context is what made it so attractive and America so suc-
cessful. Its exclusivity is now what makes it increasingly suspect and inap-
propriate in a world that is beginning to forge a global consciousness.

When the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock in 1620, they truly be-
lieved that they had been delivered by God from the yoke of their Euro-
pean oppressors. The last of the Protestant reformers, these refugees saw
themselves as the new Israelites and likened their perilous journey to that
of the Jews of old who fled their Egyptian taskmasters and, after having
wandered aimlessly in the desert for forty years, were delivered by Yahweh
to Canaan, the promised land. Their spiritual leader, John Winthrop, told

T H E  S L O W  D E A T H  O F  T H E  A M E R I C A N  D R E A M 1 7

33



his small flock just before disembarkation that they were “the chosen
people,” called upon by God, to be an example and light to the world.
“For we must Consider that we shall be as a City upon a Hill, the eyes of
all people are upon us . . .”4 If we fail in our service to the Lord, Winthrop
warned, “We shall shame the faces of many of God’s worthy servants, and
cause their prayers to be turned into curses upon us till we be consumed
out of the good land whither we are agoing.”5 If, on the other hand, they
served their Lord by improving their lot, God would look over them and
reward them.

While schoolchildren today learn about the great daring and sacrifices
of these brave and humble servants of the Lord, they were not always so
well received by their own contemporaries. Some, like Archbishop Richard
Hooker, saw in their “puritan” ways a certain holier-than-thou attitude
that made them less fit to walk among common men and more disposed to
live “in some wilderness by themselves.”6

The Pilgrims, and other oppressed religious orders and sects that
came after them, saw the great American wilderness as a fallen nature
ready to be subdued and reclaimed for God’s glory. They saw themselves,
in turn, as God’s emissaries, his stewards, who by dint of faith and perse-
verance would tame a wilderness and create a new Eden—a promised land
that would flow with milk and honey.

The notion of a “chosen people” continued to resonate down through
American history, becoming the leitmotif of the American Dream. Her-
man Melville’s book White-Jacket: or, the World in a Man-of-War speaks to
the exuberance and zeal Americans felt, being a chosen people, destined
for greatness. He writes,

We Americans are the peculiar, chosen people—the Israel of our
time, we bear the ark of the Liberties of the world. Seventy years
ago, we escaped from thrall, and besides our first birth-right—
embracing one continent of Earth—God has given to us, for a future
inheritance, the broad domains of the political pagans, that shall yet
come and lie down under the shade of our ark, without bloody hands
being lifted. God has predestinated, mankind expects, great things
from our race; and great things we feel in our souls.7

Many Americans continue to see themselves as a chosen people and
America as the promised land. They believe that America is destined for
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greatness and that the American way is God’s way. Our very success seems
proof positive that we were in fact chosen. God has indeed rewarded us for
our faith and service with the most prosperous and powerful nation on
Earth. Most Europeans find this aspect of the American Dream odd, even
a little scary. The very notion that God has made of us a chosen people
and our nation a promised land often elicits chuckles of disbelief, espe-
cially among a more secular European population who long ago left a per-
sonal God behind. But what our European friends seem to miss is that it
is this very element of the American Dream that has been the driving en-
gine behind the American sense of confidence—many Europeans might
say arrogance—that each of us can “move mountains” as long as God is on
our side.

Every school day, our children pledge their allegiance to “one nation
under God.” Our currency is inscribed with the motto “In God we trust.”
While we try to make sure to separate church and state, the private life of
the vast majority of Americans is taken up with God. We are the most de-
voutly religious people of any advanced industrial nation in the world.

Americans’ religious beliefs often spill over into the political arena.
Nearly half of all Americans (48 percent), for example, believe that the
United States has special protection from God.8 Some prominent Evan-
gelical Protestant leaders even suggested that the reason the World Trade
Center towers and the Pentagon were attacked and nearly three thousand
people sent to their deaths was because God was displeased with America’s
errant ways and no longer afforded special protection to his chosen people.

A strong majority (58 percent) of the American public say that the
strength of American society is “predicated on the religious faith of its
people.”9 Nearly half of the American people say that it is necessary to be-
lieve in God to have good values.10 Six in ten Americans say that their faith
is involved in every aspect of their lives,11 and 40 percent say that they
have had a profound religious experience that has changed the direction of
their lives.12

Americans live their faith each day. Thirty-six percent of the public
pray several times a day, while an additional 22 percent pray once a day, 16
percent pray several times a week, and 8 percent pray once a week.13 Sixty-
one percent attend religious services at least once or twice a month, while
nearly half (45 percent) attend services at least once a week.14 Given
America’s deep religiosity, it’s understandable that 71 percent of the pub-
lic favor starting each school day with a prayer.15
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What’s even more surprising to Europeans is how literal Americans
view the scriptures. Sixty-eight percent of the public believe in the devil.16

Even among college graduates and those with post-graduate degrees, 68
percent and 55 percent, respectively, believe in the devil.17 More than
one-third of all Americans are biblical literalists, who believe that every
line of the Bible is the actual word of God and not simply inspired inter-
pretation or made-up stories.18 (By the way, 93 percent of Americans own
a Bible.)19

America’s deep religious convictions have butted up against American
secular education almost from the very beginning of the public-school
movement. Nowhere has the struggle between the two been more fiercely
waged than over the question of whether to teach evolution or creation-
ism in the nation’s schools. Forty-five percent of Americans believe that
“God created human beings pretty much in their present form at one time
within the last 10,000 years or so.”20 It’s no wonder that 25 percent of
Americans believe that creationism should be required teaching in the
public schools, while another 56 percent say creationism should at least be
offered in the curriculum.21

Even more disturbing to many nonbelievers in the United States and
Europe is the fact that 40 percent of the American people believe that the
world will end with an Armageddon battle between Jesus and the Antichrist.
Forty-seven percent of those who believe in Armageddon also believe that
the Antichrist is on Earth now, and 45 percent believe that Jesus will re-
turn in their lifetime. The majority of those who believe that Armageddon
is coming point to natural disasters and epidemics, like AIDS, as signs of
disruption and chaos prophesied in the Bible.22 If there is a silver lining to
the Armageddon story, it is that 82 percent of Americans believe in
Heaven, and 63 percent say they’re likely to go there. Only 1 percent be-
lieve they’re going to Hell.23

I’ve heard it said by more than a few commentators that while Ameri-
cans and Europeans squabble over big and small matters, they are still
far more alike than different in their basic attitudes and outlooks. The
religious statistics suggest otherwise. While six out of ten Americans say
their religion is “very” important in their lives,24 in European countries
religion is barely a factor in people’s day-to-day lives. Even in Catholic
Italy and Poland, only a third of the public say that religion is very impor-
tant to them.25 In Germany, only 21 percent say that religion is very
important to them, while the percentage in Great Britain drops to 16 per-
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cent and in France to 14 percent, and in the Czech Republic, it’s 11 per-
cent.26 In Sweden, the numbers are even lower, 10 percent, and in Den-
mark, 9 percent.27 Nor is Europe alone. In Korea, only 25 percent of the
population considers religion to be very important in their lives, and in
Japan only 12 percent consider themselves very religious.28 While half of
all Americans attend church every week, by comparison, less then 10 per-
cent of the population of the Netherlands, Great Britain, Germany, Swe-
den, and Denmark attend religious services even once a month.29 Across
Western Europe nearly half the population almost never goes to church,
and in Eastern Europe the number is even lower.30

Many Europeans no longer believe in God. While 82 percent of
Americans say that God is very important to them, approximately half of
all Danes, Norwegians, and Swedes say that God does not matter to
them.31 When it comes to religious beliefs, American views are much
closer to the views of people in developing countries and very much at
odds with the rest of the industrialized world.

Does any of this really make much of a difference? Nothing is more
fundamental to how people think and behave in the world than their per-
sonal values. In the case of the majority of Americans, religious values
color how we act, not only at home but also abroad. For example, Ameri-
can attitudes on the nature of good and evil differ substantially from those
of our European friends. The World Values Survey asked respondents in
various countries to choose which of two different views of morality best
reflected their own attitudes: “There are absolutely clear guidelines about
what is good and evil. These apply to everyone, whatever the circum-
stances”; or, “There can never be absolutely clear guidelines about what is
good and evil. What is good and evil depends entirely upon the circum-
stances of our time. . . .”32 Most Europeans, and even Canadians and Japa-
nese chose the second response, while Americans were more likely to
favor the first response.33

Because of our deep religious conviction that there are absolute and
knowable guidelines about what constitutes good and evil and these guide-
lines never waver, regardless of the circumstances, we tend to see the world
itself as a battleground where good and evil forces are continually at play.
For that reason, our foreign policy has always been conducted, at least in
part, as an unfolding moral saga pitting the forces of good against the
forces of evil. Other countries might see our military intervention in
more material terms, believing that for Americans, like others, self-interests
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and utilitarian gain are the prime movers. That may be. But, at least as
far as justifying war, it has always been sold to the American public as a
struggle of good against evil. During the Cold War, our efforts to curtail
Communist expansion were viewed as a moral crusade against “Godless
Communism.” In the waning years of the Cold War, President Reagan re-
ferred to the Soviet Union as the “evil empire.” After the fall of Commu-
nism, we turned our moral compass on the threats posed by rogue regimes
and terrorist groups. In the wake of the attacks of September 11, President
George W. Bush rallied the American people by referring to our efforts to
ferret out terrorists as a great crusade. Later, the president would refer to
Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as the “axis of evil.” Although Europeans cringe
at America’s use of religious language to define the global struggle, the
White House rhetoric finds a willing audience in the American heartland.

The belief that we are a chosen people has made Americans the most
patriotic people in the whole world. In a study conducted by the National
Opinion Research Center, the U.S. ranked first of twenty-three countries
in its citizens’ sense of national pride.34 Seventy-two percent of Americans
say they are very proud of their country.35 No other industrial country in
the world boasts that kind of pride. Less than half of the people in the
Western democracies—including Great Britain, France, Italy, the Nether-
lands, and Denmark—“felt ‘very proud’ of their nationalities.”36 It’s not
surprising, given America’s patriotic ardor, that American men and women
are far more willing to fight for their country than citizens of thirty other
nations, according to a poll conducted by the Gallup Organization.37

Europeans view with alarm America’s patriotic fervor and feeling of
national pride, and especially America’s sense of cultural superiority. Six
out of ten Americans believe that “our people are not perfect, but our cul-
ture is superior to others.”38 By contrast, only 37 percent of the people in
Great Britain and 40 percent of Germans feel that their culture is superior
to others.39 And here’s the kicker: only one out of every three Frenchmen
believe that their culture is superior to others.40

What most concerns many Europeans is America’s belief that every-
one else should conform to the American way of life. According to the
Pew Global Attitudes Projects, 79 percent of Americans believe that “it’s
good that American ideas and customs are spreading around the world,”
while less than 40 percent of Europeans endorse the spread of American
ideas and customs.41

What’s particularly interesting in all of these surveys about patriotism,
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nationalism, and ideas about cultural superiority is that among Europeans
and people of other regions around the world, national pride is declining
with each successive generation. America is the exception. A whopping 98
percent of American youth report being proud of their nationality, com-
pared with only 58 percent of British youth and 65 percent of German
youth.42 Most Americans see these numbers as a positive sign of the vital-
ity of the republic. Many Europeans wonder if America is lost in the past.
In a globalizing era where allegiance to country is becoming less impor-
tant in defining individual and collective identity, the fact that Americans
remain so passionately committed to the conventional nation-state politi-
cal model puts us squarely on the side of traditional geopolitics, but hardly
in the vanguard of a new global consciousness.

As long as the majority of Americans find their solace in religious faith
and continue to believe that we are a chosen people, looked over and pro-
tected by God’s grace, there is little likelihood that our sense of national-
ism and patriotism will wane. I don’t mean to suggest that a sense of
nationalism has disappeared from the world stage. But, what is clear is that
for virtually all of the industrialized nations, and for many developing
countries, the nation-state is no longer the only platform for expressing
one’s beliefs and convictions and for fulfilling one’s aspirations. The Euro-
pean Dream, as we will see later on in the book, is the first transnational
dream to emerge in a global era. If national pride is shrinking in Europe,
it’s not for the reason that Europeans are less enamored of their countries
but, rather, because their identities and loyalties now reach below and be-
yond nation-state borders to encompass a richer and more deeply layered
sense of embeddedness in the world.

It’s going to be very difficult for Americans to adjust to a borderless
world of relationships and flows where everyone is increasingly connected
in webs and networks, and dependent on one another for one’s individual
and collective well-being. What happens to the American sense of being
special, of being a chosen people, in a world where exclusivity is steadily
giving way to inclusivity? Does God really care less about the whole of his
earthly creation than he does about the North American part? Europeans
might find such a conjecture funny, but, believe me, many Americans re-
main wedded to the notion of our special status as God’s chosen ones. If
we were to give up that belief, or even entertain doubt about its veracity,
our sense of confidence in ourselves and the American Dream might ex-
perience irreparable harm. Frequently, American athletes and celebrities,
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political leaders and businesspersons say, when interviewed on television,
that whatever adversities they have overcome or accomplishments they’ve
achieved or successes they’ve enjoyed they owe to their religious faith and
God’s grace. I have yet to hear a single European sports figure, celebrity,
or political leader make a similar claim.

It should be pointed out that not every immigrant who came to Amer-
ica was inspired to do so because of religious convictions—most did not.
While some found religion once they were here, many others never did
but were still able to live out the American Dream. Even today, a very siz-
able minority of Americans are not very religious at all, but they still iden-
tify with the American Dream. That’s because the notion of a chosen
people has become so pervasive in American culture over the course of the
past two centuries that it has shed some of its earlier religious roots and
become ingrained in the American psyche.

Religious or not, most Americans believe that we enjoy a special status
among nations and peoples. Why is this belief so important? Europeans
don’t feel they are a chosen people, and yet they seem able to make their
way in the world. But here’s the difference. Europeans often ask me how
it is that Americans are always so upbeat about their future. In large part,
it’s the idea of being a chosen people that makes us Americans such eter-
nal optimists. We have no doubt that we are destined for greatness, both
individually and as a people. It makes us willing to take more risks than
other people because we believe that we are being watched over and taken
care of and fated to succeed.

The Withering of the American Work Ethic

Although the idea of being a chosen people has afforded Americans a sense
of confidence in our ability to make something of our lives, there is another
key element to the American Dream, without which it would never have
become so powerful a vision. If John Winthrop represented the spiritual
side of the American Dream, it was Benjamin Franklin who provided the
practical guidance. Franklin’s vision of America drew its inspiration from
the European Enlightenment with its emphasis on materialism, utilitarian-
ism, and individual self-interest in the marketplace. Franklin looked out
over the pristine American wilderness and saw vast untapped resources
that could be harnessed and made productive. He envisioned America as a
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kind of grand laboratory for the exploration of science and technology.
His idea of the American Dream was a nation of inventive genius, contin-
ually engaged in creating wealth and expanding the reach of the market-
place. Franklin favored the utilitarian to the sacred and aspired to create a
material cornucopia rather than be delivered up to eternal salvation. His
America would be made up of an industrious people grounded in the prac-
tical arts.

If Winthrop offered salvation, Franklin offered self-improvement. For
every act of revelation, the pioneers were administered a dose of utilitar-
ian rationality, making Americans, at one and the same time, the most fer-
vently religious and aggressively pragmatic of any people on Earth—a
status we retain to this very day. Franklin took seriously Thomas Jeffer-
son’s radical claim in the American Declaration of Independence that
every human being has an inalienable right not only to life and liberty but
also to the pursuit of happiness. No government before that had ever sug-
gested that people might have a right to pursue their own happiness. How
does one strive to be happy? Franklin believed that happiness was ob-
tained by ceaseless personal improvement—that is, making something out
of oneself.

The American Dream, then, brought together two great European
traditions into a sort of grand alliance that, while contradictory on the sur-
face, ignited a vision of human agency more powerful than anything that
had previously existed in the annals of human history. While part of the
American Dream was to remain focused on Heaven and eternal redemp-
tion, the other part of the dream was to remain focused on the forces of
nature and the pull of the marketplace. This unique melding of religious
fervor and down-home utilitarianism proved a powerful force on the
American frontier and later in the building of a highly advanced industrial,
urban, and suburban society.

The reason the American Dream has remained so durable is that it
speaks to the two most basic human desires—for happiness in this world
and for salvation in the next world. The former required perseverance,
self-improvement, and self-reliance, and the latter unswerving faith in
God. No previous dream offered the prospect of the best of both worlds—
the here and now, and the world to come.

While America’s religious commitment remains strong, there is grow-
ing evidence that the second component of the American Dream is begin-
ning to weaken. In recent years, a younger generation of Americans seems
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to have all but eliminated the part of the Declaration of Independence
where Jefferson says that everyone has the right “to pursue” happiness,
and has, instead, shortened the clause to read that everyone has the right
to happiness. Franklin, recall, was forever admonishing the readers of his
Poor Richard’s Almanack to keep their noses to the grindstone. Franklin-
esque aphorisms, all of which exhort the virtues of discipline and hard
work, have all but been forgotten: “Idle hands are the Devil’s workshop,”
“Never put off till tomorrow what can be done today,” “A stitch in time
saves nine.” The American Dream was built on the idea that success
comes from applying oneself, being resourceful, and becoming self-
reliant. Franklin’s proverbs were the last thin threads of what was once a
single weave uniting a secular utilitarianism of the Enlightenment with
the older Calvinist religious tradition, what Max Weber later referred to
as “the Protestant work ethic.” (We will discuss the Reformation theology
in more detail in chapters 4 and 5.) Today, a growing number of younger
Americans have broken with the work ethic. For them, the American
Dream has less to do with faith and perseverance and more to do with luck
and chutzpah.

One of the most intriguing public opinion polls I’ve come across, in all
of the years of looking at such surveys, asked young people under the age
of thirty whether they believe they will become rich. Fifty-five percent of
all young people answered affirmatively, believing that they would be-
come rich.43 One might suspect that of young Americans. Don’t forget,
the Horatio Alger stories—that it’s possible for every American to go from
“rags to riches”—is what the American Dream is all about. But what was
really fascinating about the survey was the follow-up question. When asked
how they would acquire such riches, 71 percent of those who were em-
ployed believed that there was no chance that they would get rich by their
current employment.44 Well, what about future employment prospects? It
turns out that an overwhelming 76 percent of young people between the
ages of eighteen and twenty-nine believe that, regardless of the job one
has, Americans are not “as willing to work hard at their jobs to get ahead
as they were in the past.”45 I assume they are including themselves among
the lot.

When Newsweek conducted this survey, it asked whether it was likely
the respondents would become rich, if not by their work, then by invest-
ments, inheritance, or good luck. As to investments, the poll was done in
1999, when the bull market was supercharged and investors were record-

2 6 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M

42



ing record gains on their stocks. No longer. Inheritance is a possibility, but
most of the baby-boom generation is awash in debt and not likely to be able
to pass on a fortune—at least not enough to cover the 55 percent of young
people who believe they are going to be rich.46 That leaves us with luck. All
of these categories—investment, inheritance, and luck—require little in
the way of hard work and perseverance, the kind of qualities Franklin had
in mind as the quintessential virtues for getting ahead in America. My own
suspicion is that a lot of kids think they are just going to be lucky. It will
somehow come to them without having to work hard for it.

I’m reminded of a book written by the late social critic Christopher
Lasch—which he entitled The Culture of Narcissism. It was Lasch’s con-
tention that the consumer ethos had gained such a deep hold on the
American psyche that most Americans, and especially the young, are
drowning in momentary pleasures and trivial pursuits. He writes: “The
pursuit of self-interest, formerly identified with the rational pursuit of
gain and the accumulation of wealth, has become a search for pleasure and
psychic survival. . . . To live for the moment is the prevailing passion—to
live for yourself, not for your predecessor or posterity.”47

Shortly after Lasch’s analysis, the late New York University educator
Neil Postman published his own account of America’s wayward narcissism
in a book entitled Amusing Ourselves to Death. Both of these keen observers
of American culture worried that younger Americans were increasingly
caught up in a media culture that sold the idea of instant gratification of
one’s desires. The result was that each successive generation of Americans
was less willing or even less able to work hard and postpone gratification
for future rewards. The narcissist’s temporal frame is immediate and self-
centered. Past commitments and future obligations are considered unnec-
essary restraints and impediments to instant gratification. In this new cul-
ture of narcissism, everyone feels entitled, and far less willing to put off
happiness until tomorrow. America’s $330 billion advertising industry is
relentless in its pursuit of the idea that you and I can have everything that
we desire now. Why wait? To ensure that end, America has sported a con-
sumer credit-card culture that allows us to enjoy now and pay later. Many
Americans are living well beyond their means and awash in consumer
debt—all of which perpetuates the narcissistic behavior that Lasch and
Postman noticed was sweeping fast into American life.

Has the American Dream descended from its once lofty peak where it
combined Christian eschatology with Enlightenment utility and rational
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behavior, and just become a dream of having good luck? Apparently, for a
growing number of Americans, the answer is yes.

Getting Something for Nothing

Americans have always been risk-takers. That’s part of what the American
Dream is all about. We used to associate American risk-taking with the
willingness to start over in a new land, tame a wilderness, invest in an idea,
or start a new business. Today, for a growing number of Americans, risk-
taking has been reduced to little more than gambling.

In 2002, seven out of ten Americans engaged in some form of legal
gambling. Fifty-seven percent of Americans purchased a lottery ticket in
the past year, and 31 percent of Americans gambled in casinos.48 The an-
nual growth rate of American gambling has been a steamy 9 percent in the
past decade, which means that gambling has been growing significantly
faster than the U.S. economy as a whole.49 Americans are now spending
more money on gambling than on movies, videos, DVDs, music, and
books combined.50 In 2002, Americans spent $68 billion on legal gam-
bling at racetracks, at casinos, and on lotteries, compared to $27 billion in
1991.51 When I was a child, in the 1950s, only the state of Nevada allowed
gambling. Today, forty-seven states have legalized gambling. The states
raise more than $20 billion from lotteries and casinos, or more than 4 per-
cent of their total revenue.52

Gambling has fast become the national pastime and, for many Ameri-
cans, a near obsession. Powerball jackpots can exceed $300 million. It’s
not unusual for people to wait in lines that are sometimes five hundred
people deep, spending most of their day queued up to purchase a single
ticket.53

More than $400 million a year is given over to advertising state lottos
and other games.54 Much of the advertising is spent on exploiting the
American Dream theme of rags to riches. The New York Lottery lures
customers with the slogan “A Buck and a Dream.” The Chicago Lottery
exclaims, “This could be your ticket out.”55

Gambling, like drugs, has become a dangerous addiction for millions
of Americans. Both cater to the need for instant gratification—happiness
now. The National Research Council (NRC) estimates that upwards of
3 million Americans are “lifetime” pathological gamblers, an additional
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1.8 million Americans are “past year” pathological gamblers, 7.8 million
people are “lifetime” problem gamblers, and 4 million are “past year”
problem gamblers.56 More troubling is the rising number of adolescent
gamblers who fall in the “past year” pathological or problem category—
approximately 20 percent of American youth.57

The desire for instant success has become pervasive across American
culture. Legal gambling is only one of the many venues Americans in-
creasingly pursue in hopes of realizing the American Dream. For a while,
in the late 1990s, the stock market was all the rage. Millions of Americans
gambled away their life savings in hopes of becoming instant millionaires.
High-tech stocks became the new ticket to success. The smart investor
became the new Horatio Alger protagonist—except, unlike the original
American hero who had to work hard and overcome adversity to succeed,
his modern sequels merely had to listen to tips on the street, pick would-
be winners, and place a call to their brokers. In the end, the market came
tumbling down, leaving millions of baby boomers and Gen Xers without
adequate savings for their retirement years and having to face the prospect
of working well into their seventies to make ends meet.

For many younger Americans, the new genre of TV reality shows has
become the latest vehicle to hitch their star to. Thousands of young people
line up to audition for shows like All American Girl, American Idol, Ameri-
can Juniors, America’s Next Top Model, Average Joe, The Apprentice, The Bach-
elor and Bachelorette, Big Brother, Meet My Folks, Mr. Personality, Next Action
Star, Fame, The Family, Joe Millionaire, Star Chamber, Survivor, 30 Seconds to
Fame, and Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire? In 2004, there were more
than 170 reality shows on American television.58

All of the participants in these shows hope to be discovered, to become
famous, to be a celebrity. While some of the shows require a certain
amount of talent and expertise, most just require the participants to show
up and be themselves. Andy Warhol’s prescient prediction, more than
thirty years ago, that in America everyone would have their fifteen min-
utes of fame, is now being played out nightly on American TV, as ordinary
people put themselves in front of the cameras so that millions of other
Americans can watch them live out their lives.

For the lucky few who make it on to these reality shows, fame is indeed
short-lived. Most quickly shrink back into the anonymity of day-to-day
life after their appearance on the shows. But, for millions of American
viewers, seeing someone just like themselves on TV becoming famous,
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even for an instant, keeps alive the idea that it could happen to them as
well . . . all it takes is a little luck. In the meantime, millions of viewers can
live out the American Dream vicariously by watching the fortunate few
who beat the odds, convinced that the dream is still alive and that their
turn is coming.

Many social critics would argue that what millions of Americans are
really embracing is not the American Dream so much as the American
daydream. The authentic American Dream combines faith in God with
the belief in hard work and sacrifice for the future. The new substitutes—
legal gambling, celebrity television shows, and the like—are grounded in
fantasy and delusion. We have become, say the critics, a people who have
grown fat, lazy, and sedentary, who spend much of our time wishing for
success but are unwilling to “pay our dues” with the kind of personal com-
mitment required to make something out of our lives.

This is a harsh judgment, but probably increasingly true for a number
of young middle-class Americans who grew up coddled and spoiled by
doting parents who showered them with every conceivable pleasure and
experience money could buy, often before they were even old enough to
appreciate it. Overindulged, these sons and daughters of baby-boomer
parents are unlikely candidates for the kind of personal commitment re-
quired to keep the authentic American Dream alive. Faith, discipline, hard
work, self-reliance, and self-sacrifice are hardly the terms one would nor-
mally use to describe today’s American middle-class youngsters. Ennui is
a more accurate description of the emotional and mental state of growing
numbers of American young people. “Been there, done that” is a phrase
one often hears from kids. By the time these youngsters have reached
early adulthood, they have been everywhere, done everything, seen every-
thing, and had everything. They have little or nothing to look forward to
or to aspire to. Their dreams have been answered even before they had a
chance to dream them. For these young Americans, the most difficult life
task is motivation itself. It’s no wonder that alcohol, drugs, and gambling
are all on the rise. When the future is no longer something to work toward
and fill in but is something already experienced and left behind, then only
momentary pleasures are left to ward off the boredom and make it
through another day.

Some observers of the American scene have argued that one of the
reasons that the American Dream is losing currency is that we have over-
empowered our kids, giving them an inflated sense of ego and, with it, a
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belief that they are entitled to success because of their many special
attributes. One educator once put it this way: “Today kids get an A just for
showing up.” I was recently teaching a class of young business leaders, half
of whom were from Europe, the other half from America. The Europeans
said they were perplexed that whenever they attended a business meeting
where a presentation was given by an American businessperson, the Ameri-
cans in attendance would shower the speaker with congratulations for do-
ing a brilliant job even if he or she was merely delivering a rather standard
talk about not very interesting things. The Europeans complained that
because Americans are constantly over-empowering one another, the bar
for performance continues to be lowered and standards of excellence com-
promised. After all, if you are always being told that everything you do is
insightful, well conceived and thought out, and effectively executed, then
why try harder?

A sense of entitlement goes hand in hand with over-empowerment. If
one is continually told how great he or she is, he or she eventually begins
to believe it and comes to expect that all good things should come to him
or her. For these young people, the American Dream is no longer thought
of as a quest but is regarded more as a right.

The desire for instant gratification, when combined with a sense of
over-empowerment and entitlement, can create a volatile emotional mix.
The narcissistic personality type is generally less able to handle life’s many
frustrations, and more prone to antisocial behavior, even including using
violence to get what they feel they deserve and are entitled to.

Is the once noble quest of the American Dream turning dark and fore-
boding at the hands of a new generation? A tracking poll of the views and
values of Canadian and U.S. citizens over an eight-year period from 1992
to 2000 offers some insight into the matter. Canadians and Americans were
asked to “agree or disagree” that when one is extremely tense or frustrated,
a little violence can offer relief, and that “it’s no big deal.” In 1992, 14 per-
cent of Americans and Canadians agreed that a little violence is okay.59 By
1996, the proportion of Canadians believing that a little violence was justi-
fied had fallen to 10 percent, while the proportion of Americans had leaped
to 27 percent.60 In 2000, the proportion of Canadians went back up slightly
to 14 percent, but the Americans who thought a little violence was okay
shot up to 31 percent, nearly one-third of the American public.61

Even more disquieting, Canadians and Americans were asked if “it is
acceptable to use violence to get what you want.” In 1992, 9 percent of
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Canadians and only 10 percent of Americans said using violence to get
what you want was acceptable.62 By 1996, however, 18 percent of Ameri-
cans felt that it was all right to use violence to get what you want, while
still only 9 percent of Canadians thought the same way.63 In 2000, the gap
between Canadians and Americans had widened even more. Twelve per-
cent of Canadians thought violence was justified to get what they wanted,
while 24 percent of Americans felt the same way.64 That’s nearly one out
of four Americans believing that using violence to get what they want is
acceptable. Michael Adams, who heads up the polling organization Envi-
ronomics, concluded that “Americans are prepared to put a lot more on
the line than Canadians to achieve their version of the American Dream,”
including committing acts of violence, if necessary.65

American Civic-Mindedness

Wait a minute! Can it really be that bad? True, Americans are more fo-
cused on becoming rich than any other people. And yes, we are probably
more self-involved and overindulged than many other people in the
world. But what about the other side of the American character, the civic
side that the French philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville found so appealing
about the young America when he visited the country in 1831? Toc-
queville took notice of the American penchant to create voluntary associ-
ations to advance civic welfare, a phenomenon largely absent in Europe at
the time. He wrote,

Americans of all ages, all stations in life, and all types of disposition
are forever forming associations. There are not only commercial and
industrial associations in which all take part, but others of a thousand
different types—religious, moral, serious, futile, very general and very
limited, immensely large and very minute. Americans combine to
give fetes, found seminaries, build churches, distribute books and
send missionaries to the antipodes. Hospitals, prisons, and schools
take shape that way. Nothing, in my view, more deserves attention
than the intellectual and moral associations in America.66

While Americans are far and away the most individualistic people in the
world, we also give an enormous amount of our time to serving the com-
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munities in which we dwell. Fraternal organizations, youth clubs, neigh-
borhood and civic associations, arts and educational groups, sports and
recreational activities, and numerous other efforts of a like kind have long
been a staple of American life. We have always prided ourselves on being
a nation of civic-minded volunteers. Could we be both self-centered and
community-minded at the same time?

Although seemingly paradoxical, the American proclivity to civic-
mindedness has come to reflect our deeply held notions about individual
freedom. Americans have always had misgivings about ceding too much
power to the state. For us, freedom has meant the ability to amass personal
wealth and become independent. We have long viewed the government’s
role as a guarantor of individual property rights and have eschewed the
notion that it ought to play an activist role in helping to provide for the
general welfare or redistribute wealth to the less fortunate among us.
(More on this in chapter 2.) So, from the very beginning, Americans pre-
ferred to keep taxes low and limit government involvement in the com-
munity in order to optimize individual accumulation of wealth and ensure
greater personal control over the disposition of one’s property. Helping
the needy, in turn, became a matter of individual choice.

Lester Salamon, the director of the Johns Hopkins Center for Civil
Society Studies, notes that America’s unique civil society tradition grew
out of our history of individualism. He points out that “a strongly individ-
ualistic cultural ethos . . . has produced deep-seated antagonism to con-
centrated power.” The result is that Americans are “reluctant to rely too
heavily on government to cope with social and economic problems, thus
leaving such significant problems to be tackled through private voluntary
effort.”67 That’s why, for example, in America, unlike Europe, half of all
U.S. colleges and hospitals, and two-thirds of the social service organiza-
tions, are in the not-for-profit sector rather than the public sector.68

America’s strong religious roots also account for the proliferation of
civil society institutions. Many of the nation’s nonprofit health, education,
and social service institutions were created as extensions of religious insti-
tutions. For example, Americans opted, early on, to establish hospitals in
the not-for-profit sector, rather than rely on government to provide
health care for the citizenry. Today, 46 percent of the employment in the
not-for-profit sector resides in the health-care arena.69

Anxious to ensure against a single official state religion, as was the case
throughout most of Europe, Americans made the decision to separate
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church and state, allowing diverse religious sects to flourish. They did
and, among other things, created their own colleges and universities to
provide religious instruction along with a general education.

When we peel off all the many layers of the American not-for-profit
sector, what becomes obvious is the looming presence of the religious com-
munity in the civil society as compared to European nations. American re-
ligious organizations make up 11 percent of the nonprofit employment and
nearly one-third of all the volunteering, whereas in Western Europe, reli-
gious employment is only 3.5 percent of all nonprofit paid employment,
and religious volunteering is only 11 percent of all volunteer work.70

Granted, a substantial amount of volunteer activity in the religious
community is geared toward social services like feeding the poor, provid-
ing shelter for the homeless, and making available health-care services to
the needy. Still, the overwhelming number of volunteer hours are spent
on pastoral and other activity related to the religious institutions’ own
perpetuation.

Many proponents of nonprofit engagement argue that civil society or-
ganizations are better equipped than government agencies to administer
social services to those in need because they are in the communities they
serve and are better informed and more motivated to serve their neigh-
bors. All true. The problem is that the volunteer not-for-profit sector in
the United States has not been able to provide anywhere near the same
level of assistance to the needy and poor that government could were it to
play a more activist role—as it does in Europe. And, even with all of the
praise heaped on Americans’ civic efforts to provide social services, the
fact remains that, in the United States, paid employment in the not-for-
profit social services sector still ranks below the average in a comparative
study of twenty-two nations. While, on average, one out of four paid jobs
in the nonprofit sector in the twenty-two nations studied are in social
services, in the United States, only 13.5 percent of all paid nonprofit jobs
are in social services.71

None of this is to suggest that America’s civil society is not a formida-
ble force. But much of the motivation behind American civic-mindedness
can be traced back to the individualistic and religious roots of the Ameri-
can character. In most of Europe, by contrast, the civil society is far more
secular in its orientation and less tied to the Christian notion of individual
charity and more to the socialist idea of collective responsibility for the
welfare of the community.

3 4 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M

50



Moreover, many of America’s not-for-profit organizations have tradi-
tionally served as social supports for the business sector. Adult organiza-
tions like Kiwanis Club and Ruritan and youth organizations like Junior
Achievement and even 4-H are essentially adjuncts to the commercial
arena, even though they are, strictly speaking, nonprofit volunteer orga-
nizations.

In recent years, a growing number of observers have begun to notice a
steady and even precipitous decline in voluntary participation in the not-
for-profit sector in America. Harvard’s Robert Putnam published contro-
versial findings on the decline of the civil society in his book Bowling
Alone. He attributes the shrinking of American participation in volunteer
activity to a number of factors. Putnam believes that approximately 10
percent of the decline in volunteering is attributable to the pressures of
time and money, especially on two-career families. Another 10 percent of
the decline, according to Putnam, is traceable to suburbanization and
sprawl, and the accompanying increase in commuting time, which leaves
less time available for involvement in after-work nonprofit activity. The
third reason for the decline, however, says Putnam, is the increasing pri-
vatization of leisure-time entertainment, and especially the amount of
time spent watching television. He estimates that upwards of 25 percent
of the decline in civic participation can be connected to electronic enter-
tainment of all kinds. Finally, Putnam argues that half the decline is sim-
ply a generational shift, with younger Americans far less interested in
giving their time to others and advancing non-pecuniary social goals.72 If
he is right, it suggests that the American character has hardened, and that
time and money pressures and pursuit of personal pleasure has made us
even less willing to look out for the social well-being of our neighbors.

If this is indeed the case—there are those who say that our civic-
mindedness has not declined quite as much as Putnam and others imply—
then the American Dream would seem to be cocooning even further into
the promotion of narrow self-interest, with dire consequences for the
well-being of society.

There is, however, another side of the story. It’s not that all Americans
are selfish, are lazy, want something for nothing, and are uncaring toward
their fellow human beings. Those Americans exist. There are, nonethe-
less, millions of other Americans who have worked hard, made good on
the American Dream, and shared their good fortune with the less fortu-
nate through personal acts of charity and volunteer activity in the com-
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munity. But there is also an increasing number of other Americans of good
character who have simply given up on the American Dream. They be-
lieved. They kept their faith, worked hard, applied themselves, constantly
improved their skills, saved and sacrificed for a better future for their chil-
dren, served their communities, and still came up short. They followed
the script, only to find disappointment at the end of the story. While a
slim majority of 51 percent of American voters still believe it is possible to
live the American Dream, what’s shocking is that a third of all Americans
(34 percent) no longer think it is possible.73 For many of them, the price
of a lotto ticket has become their only chance of living out the American
Dream.

Unfortunately, while the ranks of the overindulged and the underval-
ued have swollen in recent years, the number of Americans who can still
lay legitimate claim to living out the American Dream have dwindled in
comparison. The result is that the American Dream has suffered immea-
surably, losing much of the power it once enjoyed as the defining story
that unites the American people.
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2
The New Land
of Opportunity

THOSE WORDS were written by a young nineteenth-century
American poet, Emma Lazarus, and are inscribed on the plaque
at the base of the Statue of Liberty for every émigré to see.

For millions of disheartened Europeans—and later, refugees from
other lands—America was the place where they could leave behind their
desperate pasts and begin life anew. Here was the great land of opportu-
nity. For most of America’s first two hundred or so years, the myth and the
reality of American opportunity were close enough to go unquestioned.
Life was tough for each new immigrant. There were few social supports to
help one along in this new world. On the other hand, for those who were
determined to succeed, diligent to the task, and disciplined in the Ameri-
can work ethic, chances were fair to good that they could make a better
life, if not for themselves, at least for their children.

Moving on Up

Up until the 1960s, upward mobility was at the core of the American
Dream. Then, the dream began to unravel, slowly at first, but picking up

Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed, to me:
I lift my lamp beside the golden door.1
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momentum in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Today, the U.S. can no longer
claim to be the model of upward mobility for the world. That does not
mean that there isn’t opportunity for both native-born and newcomers.
But the kind of unfettered upward mobility that made America the envy of
the world no longer exists.

What’s so strange about the current situation is the role reversal that
has occurred between the New World and the Old World in less than a
quarter of a century. Just one hundred years ago, Europe was hemorrhag-
ing its people—millions of destitute souls risked life and limb to recast
their fortunes in a new continent. These new émigrés were full of uncer-
tainty but also of hope. They were escaping, for the most part, from a long
history of hereditary entitlements and class divisions that kept the rich in
power and the poor in their place. They left a continent where behavior
was conditioned by the belief that everyone should know and accept his or
her status in life and came to a new continent where each person was ex-
pected to make his or her own way and follow his or her dreams.

Now it is America where upward mobility is slowing, and millions of
Americans are finding it increasingly difficult to live out their dreams. Yet,
the great American myth of upward mobility continues to live on, despite
mounting evidence that what was once a great dream has become, for
many, a relentless nightmare. And what of that Old World, that caste-
bound, class-defined purgatory so many millions of people fled from to
start over in the American Eden? It is slowly becoming the new land of
opportunity. More and more emigrants are choosing Europe over Amer-
ica than ever before. They sense that a tide of sorts has turned and that the
quality of life and the chance of making a better life might be at least as
good in Europe as in America. It’s here, on the front line of upward mo-
bility, that we first begin to discern some of the many differences that sep-
arate the older American Dream from the newer European Dream. The
numbers tell the story.

If upward mobility thrives best in a society where there is less of a di-
vide between the very rich and the very poor, then, for sure, Europe is a
more promising place for those anxious to move on up. According to the
data collected by the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), the most authori-
tative database in the world on income distribution, the United States
ranks twenty-fourth among the developed nations in income inequality.
Only Russia and Mexico rank lower.2 All eighteen of the most developed
European countries have less income inequality between rich and poor. In
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the U.S., the income of a typical high-income person is 5.6 times the in-
come of a typical low-income person, after adjusting for taxes, transfers,
and family size.3 By contrast, the income of a typical high-income person
in Northern Europe is only 3 times the income of a typical low-income
person, and in Central Europe, the income of high-end earners is between
3.18 and 3.54 times the income of low-income earners.4 While inequality
is rising even in Europe, the increase is quite modest—with the exception
of the U.K.—compared to the sharp increase in the U.S. in income in-
equality over the past three decades.5

Wages and related benefits is the single best indicator of upward mo-
bility in society. Of the twenty most developed countries in the world, the
U.S. was dead last in the growth rate of total compensation to its work-
force in the 1980s. The average compensation actually fell by 0.3 percent
per year during that decade. In the early 1990s, the U.S. average compen-
sation growth rate grew only slightly, at an annual rate of about 0.1 percent.
Virtually all of the European countries experienced higher compensation
growth. Between 1995 and 2000, the average compensation grew by 1.6
percent in the U.S., still lower than seven other European countries.
Much of those gains in the U.S., however, were wiped out with the stock-
market plunge in 2000.6

Even during the rapid economic recovery of the second half of 2003,
the average hourly wage of nonsupervisory jobs in American offices and
factories went up only 3 cents, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics—
barely enough to keep even with inflation. This is the slowest wage
growth America has experienced in more than forty years.7 Moreover, the
jobs being lost pay around $17.00 per hour, while the new jobs being
created pay only $14.50 per hour.8 At the same time, corporate profits, as
a percentage of national income, reached their highest level since the
1960s.9

One of the best places to look for signs of upward mobility is the man-
ufacturing sector. Unskilled, semiskilled, and skilled production jobs are
often the departure points for moving up the income ladder. In 1979, U.S.
manufacturing compensation was the highest of any of the industrialized
countries in the world. By 2000, U.S. manufacturing compensation had
dropped behind five European countries, and most other European coun-
tries had significantly closed the gap.10

When it comes to measuring the inequality ratio of the earnings of
high-wage earners (those making more than 90 percent of the workforce)
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and low-wage earners (those making more than only 10 percent of the
workforce), the U.S. now enjoys the distinction of having the highest
earnings inequality of the top eighteen nations. Looking at all of the num-
bers together, Lawrence Mishel, Jared Bernstein, and Heather Boushey of
the Economic Policy Institute conclude that “income mobility appears to
be lower in the United States than in other OECD [Organization for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development] countries.”11

America, it appears, is the land of opportunity for a small segment of
high-income earners and a land of misfortune for many others. There are
more poor people living in poverty in America than in the sixteen Euro-
pean nations for which data is available. Seventeen percent of all Ameri-
cans are in poverty, or one out of every six people. By contrast, 5.1 percent
of the people of Finland are in poverty, 6.6 percent in Sweden, 7.5 percent
in Germany, 8 percent in France, 8.1 percent in the Netherlands, 8.2 per-
cent in Belgium, 10.1 percent in Spain, 11.1 percent in Ireland, and 14.2
percent in Italy.12

The Sink-or-Swim Mentality

How did America, the land of opportunity, allow itself to slip to the bot-
tom of the rankings among developed nations—and far below Europe—
on income inequality and poverty? The answer to that question may lie in
our perception of why some people become rich while others remain
poor. We Americans have, by and large, adopted a laissez-faire attitude
about business and commerce. If we just provide everyone with the op-
portunity to go to school, allow the free market to rule, and make sure the
government doesn’t interfere too much in its workings, the motivated and
talented will rise to the top on their own accord. And those that aren’t mo-
tivated and/or lack talent will not do well—but that’s the nature of things.
America was always meant to be a land of “equality of opportunity” but
not a land of “equality of results.” “Sink or swim” goes the old American
adage.

In America, we have come to believe that everyone is truly responsible
for his or her own destiny. It’s the frontier motif, and it is firmly embed-
ded in our national consciousness. Even those Americans who have trans-
formed the authentic American Dream into a pale replica by seeking
instant success and fame still feel they are in charge of their fates. All the
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contrary statistics and figures in the world are not likely to shake the con-
viction of a majority of our countrymen that America is still the greatest
land of opportunity in the world.

The Pew Global Attitudes Project asked people in America, Europe,
and elsewhere why some people are rich and others poor. What they found
is revealing. Two-thirds of Americans believe that success is not outside of
their control. Contrast that figure to Germany, where 68 percent of the
people believe the exact opposite. In Europe, a majority in every country—
with the exception of the U.K., the Czech Republic, and Slovakia—“be-
lieve that forces outside of an individual’s personal control determine
success.”13 By more than six to one, Americans believe that people who do
not succeed in life fail because of their own shortcomings, not because of
society.14 Other surveys support the Pew finding. Asked why people are
wealthy, 64 percent of Americans say because of personal drive, willingness
to take risks, and hard work and initiative.15 Why do others fail? Sixty-four
percent say because of lack of thrift, 53 percent say lack of effort, and 53
percent say lack of ability.16 The World Values Survey found that 71 per-
cent of Americans “believe that the poor have a chance to escape from
poverty,” while only 40 percent of Europeans believe that’s the case.17

Strange indeed, coming from a country that now has the largest percentage
of its population in poverty of any major developed nation.

Why the vast disparity between belief and reality? Again, it comes
back to the core of the American Dream . . . the tough frontier notion that
if left unfettered—especially by government—each man and woman can
pursue and achieve his or her dream. No wonder 58 percent of Americans
say that “it is more important to have the freedom to pursue personal
goals without government interference,” while only 34 percent say that “it
is more important for government to guarantee that no one is in need.”18

Undoubtedly, the frontier mythology plays a significant role in under-
standing American attitudes about inequality and poverty. But there is also
likely a more unsavory side to the issue. Racism, note a growing number
of commentators, can’t entirely be dismissed from the poll results. Dig
deeper, and we find that many Americans associate poverty with black
America, even though in terms of raw numbers, there are more whites liv-
ing under the poverty line. But in terms of percentages, a far larger pro-
portion of the black community live below the poverty line. In 2002, the
U.S. Census reported that 8 percent of whites and 24.1 percent of blacks,
up from 22.7 percent in 2001, are below the poverty line.19
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Nearly four hundred years after the first slaves arrived in America, the
race issue still dominates the American psyche. Any visitor to the U.S.
senses, very quickly, the racial tension in the air—it permeates the coun-
try. And if the truth were to be told, many white Americans think that
black Americans are lazy, at best, or worst, genetically incapable of rising
above their circumstances.

Some observers have suggested that one of the reasons Europeans, un-
like Americans, are more willing to believe that the poor are poor through
no fault of their own but rather because of societal factors is because,
until recently, their poor were not racial minorities but, rather, white
Caucasians, and therefore the majority was able to identify and even
empathize with their plight, believing that “there but for the grace of God
go I.” Race, especially in America, where the white majority has yet to
fully come to grips with more than two hundred years of slavery, becomes
the dividing line between “us” and “the other.” It’s easier to dismiss the
disquieting number of people in poverty if they aren’t like us, if they are
perceived as somehow racially, even biologically, separate. White America
can’t afford to believe that the American way of life might, in some way, be
to blame for the destitute conditions many black Americans find them-
selves in. The sad reality, however, is that a majority of African Americans
come from the legions of the poor, raised on the bleak streets of inner
cities, where the opportunities to rise above their dire circumstances are
few. The result is that a staggering 12 percent of African American males
between the ages of twenty and thirty-four are currently in prison in the
United States.20 Yet most of us continue to turn away from their plight,
unwilling to modify the great American belief that, in this country, oppor-
tunity abounds.

Given the vast differences in how most Americans and Europeans per-
ceive the notion of equality of opportunity, it’s not hard to understand the
two very different approaches taken to address the twin issues of income
disparity and poverty. While Americans encourage private efforts to alle-
viate poverty and provide greater mobility, we are, for the most part, un-
willing to commit our tax money to the task. If the rich are rich because
they are smarter and work harder, and the poor are poor because they are
lazy or without ability, then nothing the government does is going to
make much of a difference. And besides, it would send the wrong
message—namely, that those who worked hard and made something of
their lives ought to then sacrifice some of their hard-earned income to
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compensate those who didn’t work hard and lacked the ability to succeed.
Redistributing the wealth, say some, would compromise the very soul of
the American Dream and make a mockery of the frontier covenant that is
at the heart of the American success story. Many Americans believe that
the marketplace is still the fairest mechanism for distributing the produc-
tive wealth of society.

Europeans, because they have had a long tradition of hereditary status
and transmission—some EU countries still have kings and queens—are
more used to thinking of society in class terms and are far more willing to
entertain the idea of government intervening to redress inequities. On the
continent—less so in the U.K.—the market is not held in such unques-
tioned awe as in America. There is the belief that market forces, if left to
their own devices, are often unfair and, therefore, need to be tamed. Gov-
ernment redistribution, in the form of transfers and payments to those less
fortunate, is considered an appropriate antidote to unrestrained market
capitalism. That is why in Europe the notion of creating social democra-
cies—a mixed system that balances market forces with government assis-
tance—has flourished since World War II.

According to the OECD, while the U.S. devotes only 11 percent of its
GDP to redistributing income by way of transfers and other social bene-
fits, the EU countries contribute more than 26 percent of their GDP to
social benefits.21 The U.S. is particularly stingy when it comes to helping
the working poor. The legal minimum wage in the U.S. in the 1990s was
only 39 percent of the average wage, whereas in the European Union it
was 53 percent of the average wage.22 In the United States, unemploy-
ment benefits are also less generous than in the European Union.

Where you really see the difference between the American and Euro-
pean approach to addressing inequities and improving the quality of life of
people is in family benefits. The U.S. is only one of three industrialized
countries in the world that does not mandate maternity or paternity leave.
Even worse, a majority of Americans aren’t even eligible for unpaid fam-
ily leave. In Europe, paid maternity leave extends from three and a half to
six months. In Sweden, mothers get sixty-four weeks off and 63 percent of
their wages. In Germany, France, Austria, Denmark, the Netherlands,
Norway, Portugal, and Spain, paid maternity leave is 100 percent of salary
for at least three months.23 American working fathers and mothers would
be shocked to hear how well parents fare across the Atlantic.

American economists and public officials are continually berating Eu-

T H E  N E W  L A N D  O F  O P P O R T U N I T Y 4 3

59



ropean leaders for maintaining such extensive transfer programs, arguing
that high taxes to support social-benefit programs leave less money to in-
vest in new market opportunities, undermine entrepreneurial incentive,
indulge workers and their families, reward unproductive work, make Eu-
ropean workers too expensive to hire, and inevitably make people more
dependent on government and less self-reliant and resourceful. They ar-
gue that for all of its faults, the U.S. still has a more vibrant economy, its
workers are more productive, and fewer people are unemployed, proof
that the American economy is still the model for Europe to emulate and
not the other way around. How right are they?

Who Is More Productive?

Productivity is the most often cited measure used by economists to explain
America’s economic success and its superiority over the European Union
economy. Productivity is a measure of goods and services produced per
hour of labor. Between 1820 and the end of World War II, U.S. output
per hour did indeed grow faster in the U.S. than in Europe and, for that
matter, every other country in the world, making the U.S. economy the
most powerful on the planet. Much of the reason for America’s success, in
this regard, is attributed to our risk-taking attitude, entrepreneurial acu-
men, innovative spirit, engineering prowess, and willingness to believe in
the goodness of an unhindered capitalist marketplace. Certainly, there is
something to be said for all of these arguments. But there were also other
advantages America enjoyed over Europe that had more to do with geog-
raphy than anything else.

To begin with, the sheer expanse of the continent provided the largest
single internal geographic market in the world. A common language al-
lowed Americans to carry on commerce with relative ease. Even with new
immigrants flooding to America in successive waves—especially after
1890—there was always a labor shortage, which kept wages high com-
pared to Europe. High wages served as a prod to introduce more labor-
saving technologies and reduce the cost of output per hour worked. The
introduction of a transcontinental rail grid and the laying down of tele-
graph lines across the country sped up commercial transactions still more.

Equally important to America’s growth and productivity were the
abundant natural resources that existed in North America. Millions of
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acres of woodland meant cheap lumber to construct homes, build facto-
ries, and create whole cities. Cheap iron ore from the Mesabi Range
helped make American steel production the cheapest in the world. Large
swaths of fertile and previously unexploited farmland stretching from In-
diana to California made American food the cheapest anywhere. And the
discovery of the largest oil reserves on Earth—in the American South-
west—transformed the U.S., making it an undisputed economic colossus
by the early twentieth century. Finally, two great oceans kept America rel-
atively isolated from the kind of warfare that periodically engulfed Eu-
rope. Our high tariffs, in turn, encouraged the development of our own
internal market.

Despite all of these natural advantages, the U.S. productivity lead be-
gan to erode after World War II. Decimated by two world wars in the
course of half a century, Europe was little more than a shattered shell in
1945. With the help of American financial aid, in the form of the Marshall
Plan, Europe began to rebuild its broken economies.

What is so remarkable is how fast Europe caught up to the United
States. In 1960, the U.S. economy was producing nearly two times more
goods and services per hour than France and the United Kingdom. By
2002, however, Europe had virtually closed the productivity gap with
the U.S., boosting labor productivity per hour worked to 97 percent of the
U.S. level.24

European productivity growth outperformed the U.S. during virtually
the entire half century following World War II. Between 1950 and 1973,
European productivity grew by 4.44 percent, compared to 2.68 percent in
the U.S., and from 1973 to 2000, the productivity growth in Europe in-
creased by 2.4 percent, compared to 1.37 percent in the U.S.25 Between
1990 and 1995, twelve EU countries showed higher productivity growth
than the U.S. While U.S. productivity moved slightly ahead in the last
half decade of the 1990s, showing a 1.9 percent increase in growth, com-
pared to a 1.3 percent growth rate in Europe, seven of the EU countries
still grew faster. In 2002, even with the surge in U.S. productivity, six Eu-
ropean nations achieved higher productivity.26

Americans have long believed that our workers are the most produc-
tive in the world. True, we were somewhat taken aback by reports in the
early 1990s that Japan’s workers might be catching up, although the Japa-
nese success turned out to be short-lived. But the very idea that at least
some European countries might outperform American companies and
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American workers is unthinkable. Nonetheless, in 2002, the average
worker in Norway produced $45.55 of output per hour, compared to
$38.83 per hour in the United States. Belgium, Ireland, and the Nether-
lands also produced more output per hour than the U.S. Still, these are
small countries. What about the majors, the countries that count? Well,
Germany in 2002 enjoyed higher productivity per hour worked than
America. The average worker produced $39.39 of output per hour. And
the coup de grâce? French workers produced $41.85 of output per hour,
or $3.02 more output per hour than American workers—that’s 7 percent
greater productivity. France ranked third in the world in productivity per
hour at the end of 2002, just behind Norway and Belgium. And five other
European countries were running neck and neck with U.S. productivity—
Denmark, Austria, Italy, Switzerland, and Finland. ( Japan, by the way,
ranked a distant seventeenth among industrial nations in productivity.)27

Americans are so used to stereotyping the French business community
as overly hierarchical and bureaucratic and French workers as somewhat
dilettantish and carefree that even when confronted with the evidence,
they shake their heads in disbelief. What does it say about American busi-
nesses and American workers if the French and five other European na-
tions are actually better at conducting commerce than we are?

I should caution that American productivity has shot up since 2002—
experiencing the biggest gains in more than fifty years—raising the very
real question of whether European productivity advances will be able to
catch up and keep pace or begin to slide in relation to America in the years
ahead. Still, Europe’s productivity in many sectors continues to compare
favorably to or even exceed that of the United States.28

Funding basic research has always been the key to advancing produc-
tivity. America understands this and has long invested in pure research.
Recently, however, European scientists have begun to outpace their
American peers in a number of scientific fields. For example, Europe is
forging ahead of the United States in particle physics research and is cur-
rently building the world’s most powerful atom smasher. While it might
come as a surprise to most Americans, Europe surpassed the United States
in the mid-1990s as the largest producer of scientific literature.29

European businesses have been particularly competitive at the cutting
edge of the software and communications technology revolutions. Europe
went out in front on wireless technology and continues to enjoy a com-
fortable lead over the U.S. in adoption and market penetration. Industry
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analysts predict that the increasing integration of wireless technology will
help bolster European productivity in the coming decade, keeping the
continent competitive with the U.S.

European companies are also jumping ahead of their American coun-
terparts in the next great technology revolution, grid computing, raising
the prospect of the kind of qualitative leap in productivity that could leave
America behind by the end of the decade.

Grids hook up individual computers, combining their unused power
to tackle very complex computing tasks. Scientists envision a not too dis-
tant future where millions of computers are connected in multiple re-
gional, national, and global computational grids to create a “universal
source of computing power.”30 The grid, says grid specialists Ian Foster
and Carl Kesselman, “is an emerging infrastructure that will fundamen-
tally change the way we think about—and use—computing.”31 Research-
ers in the new field ask us to imagine what the desktop computer will look
like “when the power of a supercomputer with capabilities six orders of
magnitude greater is just a mouse click away.”32

When the Swiss pharmaceutical company Novartis needed a new su-
percomputer for designing drugs, instead of buying one at an enormous
cost, the company used software created by United Devices, an American
company, to link its 2,700 desktop personal computers together, giving it
the same computing power as a single supercomputer. The company has
already found a number of new chemical compounds with the aid of its
computational grid and is now planning to expand its grid capacity by
linking all of its seventy thousand personal computers together, giving it
incredible computing power.33

According to European scientists and industry observers, Europe is
eighteen months ahead of the United States in the introduction of grid
technology, and the European Union has announced the launch of two
state-of-the-art initiatives in 2004. The first is called Enabling Grids for
E-science in Europe and will be the largest international grid infrastruc-
ture in the world. The grid will operate in seventy institutions across
Europe and will have the computing capability of twenty thousand of
today’s most powerful personal computers. The second project, coordi-
nated by France’s National Center for Scientific Research, will connect
seven supercomputers in Europe at optical network speeds. Mário
Campolargo, director for the research infrastructure unit at the European
Commission, says that “the goal is to establish Europe as one of the most
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dynamic and creative environments in the world to deploy grid-enabled
infrastructures.”34

The European Union is determined to lead the way in the grid tech-
nology revolution, realizing that the potential productivity gains of being
first in the field could be enormous and unprecedented for European busi-
ness. The EU already has in place a five- to ten-year strategic plan and is
projected to spend upwards of $428 million between 2002 and 2006 to up-
grade the grid infrastructure.35 Europe’s ability to establish unified stan-
dards of operation, coordinate activity among competitors, and create
public-private partnerships generally gives it a leg up on American compa-
nies, where a “go it alone” strategy often results in competing standards,
haphazard development of new technologies, and market redundancies.
Certainly this has been the case with the wireless technology revolution
and now with the new grid technology.

European business is banking on the prospect that increased outlays for
pure research and collaborative public-private partnerships to advance new
technologies, when combined with the benefits of increasingly seamless in-
ternal market operations, will be the winning combination to boost pro-
ductivity gains to new levels and keep the EU competitive with the U.S.

Live to Work or Work to Live?

Even though Europe’s productivity is between 92 and 97 percent of the
U.S. level (depending on how the figures are adjusted), per capita income
in the EU is just 72 percent of American per capita income. How do we
explain the divergence? Some of the difference has to do with the lower
employment participation rates in Europe—lower employment in rela-
tion to the total population—differences in retirement ages, and unem-
ployment rates. But 75 percent of the difference is attributable to the
fewer hours worked in the EU.36

It turns out that in France, and virtually every other country in the Eu-
ropean Union, workers have opted for more leisure rather than longer
work hours and bigger paychecks. The French government instituted a
thirty-five-hour workweek in 1999.

The French experiment is particularly interesting because it defies the
American logic that hard work and long hours on the job are indispensa-
ble to achieving significant gains in productivity and a better quality of life
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for working people. As already mentioned, French productivity in 2002
was higher than in the U.S., and French workers were enjoying far more
leisure time.

The French went to the thirty-five-hour workweek, in part, to create
more jobs. If people worked fewer hours, went the reasoning, additional
people could be employed, thus reducing the nation’s unemployment
roles. To make sure there would be no loss in pay, the law mandates the
thirty-five-hour workweek at the old thirty-nine-hour pay scale. The
government, in turn, is obliged to subsidize the companies by lowering
employers’ social security contributions so there will be no net loss of rev-
enues to the employers in making the shift to a thirty-five-hour workweek
schedule.37 In addition, the government provides an incentive to companies
to create new jobs by agreeing to subsidize the social payments (retirement,
health care, workers’ compensation, and unemployment insurance) of any
newly hired low-wage workers.38 The annual cost of subsidizing French
companies is about $10.6 billion.39 Much of the funds have come from
so-called sin taxes on tobacco and alcohol. The government expects to
make up the remainder of the payout by the addition of new workers
onto the employment rolls. More people working means fewer people on
government assistance. The new workers bring home paychecks, spend
money in the marketplace, and pay taxes, all of which accrues to the
overall well-being of the French economy. More than 285,000 jobs have
been directly created by the thirty-five-hour workweek plan since its
inception.40

Skeptical at first, most French employers have been won over to the
scheme. They’re finding that fresh and motivated workers can produce
just as much output in seven hours a day as less motivated and more tired
workers can in eight hours. And, there has been an ancillary benefit: the
thirty-five-hour-workweek law allows employers greater flexibility in as-
signing work schedules. They can now establish weekend, evening, and
holiday shifts, and require employees to spread out their vacation time to
accommodate production schedules.41

The thirty-five-hour law also built in other accommodations to both
management and labor. For example, the thirty-five-hour week may be
measured not only by hours worked per week but also by hours per month
and days per year. Senior management in companies may be exempted
from the working hour restrictions. Overtime, under the new law, must
exceed regular pay by at least 10 percent. Moreover, an employee may not
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work more than 180 extra hours per year in the absence of a collective bar-
gaining agreement. Overtime that exceeds 180 hours requires a 20 per-
cent pay increase.42 In a survey of corporate directors conducted in 2001,
60 percent of the respondents polled said that the new law helped improve
productivity by introducing more flexible work arrangements and by cre-
ating a new dialogue with workers, which improved morale.43

More leisure time has also boosted consumer spending at French
cafés, movie houses, sporting events, and other entertainments. Surveys
show that, for the most part, the French public is enthusiastic about the
shorter workweek. Workers often start their weekends on Thursday and
don’t go back to work until Tuesday. Working moms have the option of
staying home on Wednesday, when most French schools are closed.44

While the worldwide jobless recovery of the past two years has damp-
ened France’s employment prospects, as it has those of the United States
and every other country in the world, had France not introduced the
shorter workweek, there is no doubt that its unemployment rate would be
even higher than it is now.

In a number of other European countries, the average workweek is al-
ready thirty-nine hours or less, and most are edging toward the thirty-
five-hour French workweek. Meanwhile, the average vacation time across
Europe is six weeks, and in most countries, vacations are mandated by fed-
eral law.45 In the U.S., employers are not obligated by law to provide any
vacation time. Two weeks’ vacation, however, has become a standard in
most industries.

French workers are on the job about 1,562 hours per year, according
to the most recent OECD figures (2000). In contrast, U.S. workers
put in 1,877 hours per year, the most of any of the major industrialized
countries. The average American worker is now working ten weeks more
a year than the average German worker, and four and a half more weeks a
year than the average British worker.46 Even in Japan, which is known for
its long, grueling workdays, workers clock in for 1,840 hours of work per
year, thirty-seven hours fewer than in the United States.47

Europe is far ahead not only in advancing shorter workweeks but also
in creating innovative approaches to human resource management to al-
low workers greater flexibility in juggling work and lifestyles. Belgium, for
example, has introduced novel legislation called “time credits,” which
went into effect in January 2002. The law is designed to create a more
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flexible balance between one’s work life and home life, and updates an
older law called “career breaks.”48

Under the new “time credits” law, workers can take a maximum of one
year off over their entire career or interrupt their work, or reduce it to a
half-time job without severing their employment contract and without
loss of social security rights. To receive a general career break, the em-
ployee has to give a three-month advance notice to the employer but does
not have to give any reason for the request. The time credit can be ex-
tended up to five years by an agreement with the company. Employees
who have worked less than five years receive a monthly government al-
lowance of €379. The allowances rise to €505 for workers who have been
employed longer.49 Workers can also request “thematic leaves” to take
care of an ailing family member, to provide medical assistance to a relative,
or to take care of a child. Each of these specific career breaks comes with
different allowances and allocated times. Each worker can also choose to
reduce his or her working hours by 20 percent, which generally works out
to be a four-day workweek. Workers over the age of fifty can reduce their
work hours by one-fifth to one-half over an unlimited period of time.50

American employers would be incredulous at the thought of providing
career breaks and time credits and wonder how Belgium’s companies
could maintain their competitive edge with these kinds of flexible labor
schedules. Still, it’s interesting to note once again that, like France, the
Belgian workforce enjoyed higher productivity in terms of output per
hour than the American workforce in 2002.51

Europeans like to say that “Americans live to work” while “Europeans
work to live.” What’s the point of making more money, they argue, when
you have no leisure time to enjoy it? According to one study, 37 percent of
Americans now work more than fifty hours a week, and 80 percent of male
workers work more than forty hours a week. And the hours worked by
many Americans keep going up while in Europe hours worked keep going
down. No wonder 70 percent of American parents complain they lack suf-
ficient time with their children, while 38 percent of Americans say “they
always feel rushed,” and 61 percent say they rarely have excess time.52

With so little time available after work, Americans use many of their spare
moments just to run errands, pay bills, and fix up the house.

The increase in work hours takes a heavy toll on American health, ac-
cording to health professionals. Stress-related diseases—heart attacks,
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strokes, and cancer—are on the rise in America. One recent study by the
journal Psychosomatic Medicine found that the more often American work-
ers skip their vacations, the higher their health risks are. Men who took an
annual vacation were 32 percent less likely to die of coronary artery dis-
ease than those who did not take vacations.53

The difference in how Europeans and Americans conceive a good
economy is reflected in the hours worked on both sides of the Atlantic. If
one measures the standard of living in terms of paychecks, Americans are
29 percent wealthier than their European counterparts.54 But if one mea-
sures the good life by the amount of leisure time available, the average Eu-
ropean enjoys four to ten weeks more of play each year.55 The question,
then, is, Does that 29 percent of additional wealth buy more joy and hap-
piness—enough at least to justify giving up upwards of two to three
months of additional leisure each year? As my wife is fond of reminding
me—because I, too, am an American workaholic—“No one has ever re-
gretted on their deathbed that they didn’t spend more time at the office.”

Ironically, when Americans opt for more work than play, the increase
in wages shows up in the GDP figure. But, when Europeans choose more
leisure over more work, the GDP is adjusted down to reflect the lost
wages and consumption. The way the GDP is set up does not allow it to
account for quality-of-life considerations such as increasing leisure time,
even though such choices are fundamental economic decisions, just like
choosing to work longer hours. (We will delve into the issue of how GDP
biases the notion of what constitutes the good economy in greater detail
in chapter 3.)

What About Jobs?

There is, however, one place where traditional economic figures still
count—that’s jobs. And while the American economy can be justifiably
taken to task on a number of fronts, admit American economists, the
question of jobs is basic to a healthy economy, regardless of the questions
one might entertain about fairness or quality-of-life concerns. The Amer-
ican economy can’t be that far off the mark, since it has produced far more
jobs and put far more people to work over the course of the past decade
than almost every other developed country. We found jobs for millions of
people after the recession in the late 1980s and early 1990s. We reduced
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unemployment from a 7.5 percent high in 1992 to 4 percent in 2000, an
extraordinary feat by any reckoning. Although unemployment has climbed
back up to 5.7 percent (December 2003) in the aftermath of the stock-
market crash of 2000, it is undeniable, say the economists, that the Amer-
ican economy has been an engine of job creation and a model for Europe
to emulate.56

In countless seminars and meetings over the past eight years with busi-
ness leaders, economists, and politicians on both sides of the Atlantic, my
American colleagues have been relentless in their praise of what they call
“the American miracle,” and have taken advantage of any and every op-
portunity to lecture their European friends about the superiority of Amer-
ican business know-how that led to the creation of so many new jobs in the
1990s. A closer look suggests that many of the new jobs created had little
to do with superior entrepreneurial talent or better managerial skills or
the quicker adoption of new technologies, but with other factors that arti-
ficially boosted the employment figures for a brief moment only to disap-
pear just as quickly once the stock-market bubble burst.

While U.S. official unemployment was 4 percent at the peak of the late
1990s economic surge, a recent national study found that real unemploy-
ment during that period was significantly higher, approaching the unem-
ployment levels in the European Union. That is because more than two
million discouraged workers simply gave up and dropped out of the work-
force and therefore were no longer counted in the official statistics, and the
prison population soared from 500,000 in 1980 to two million people to-
day. Nearly 2 percent of the potential male adult workforce in the United
States is now incarcerated.57 Moreover, many of the workers who did find
employment in the boom period between 1995 and 2000 were temporary
and part-time, without benefits, and for the most part underemployed.
Many of them have now sunk back into the ranks of the unemployed.
While the U.S. Labor Department put the official unemployment figure at
6.2 percent in the summer of 2003, real unemployment, when discouraged
workers who have given up are counted, is 9 percent of the workforce.58

It turns out that the so-called American economic miracle of the late
1990s, which created a temporary bubble of new employment, was illu-
sory. It wasn’t so much America’s business acumen that fed the commer-
cial expansion but rather the runaway extension of consumer credit, which
allowed Americans to go on a wild buying binge. The burst in consumer
spending put people back to work for a few years to make all the goods and
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provide all the services being purchased on credit. The result was that
America’s family savings rate, which was about 8 percent in the early
1990s, sank to around 2 percent by the year 2001.59 Many Americans were
actually spending more than they earned. With their credit maxed out,
millions of Americans took advantage of record low interest rates and re-
financed the mortgages on their homes, giving them a quick cash infusion
in order to continue buying. Now, in the aftermath of the stock-market
bubble burst, Americans have slowed spending, and the temporary decline
in unemployment has given way to a steady climb back to the unemploy-
ment levels experienced nearly a decade ago.

The U.S. economy is experiencing its worst hiring slump in more than
twenty years. Even with a 2.7 percent growth in the economy in 2002, and
a steep rise of 4.7 percent in labor productivity—the biggest increase since
1950—more than 1.5 million more workers left the job market alto-
gether.60 They simply gave up looking for work and are, therefore, no
longer counted as unemployed. The old logic that technology gains and
advances in productivity destroy old jobs but create as many new ones is
no longer true. According to a report prepared by USA Today on produc-
tivity in America’s largest companies, it now takes only nine workers to
produce what ten workers did in March 2001. The bottom line, says
Richard D. Rippe, chief economist of Prudential Securities, is that “we
can produce more output without adding a lot of workers.”61

The European Union is in the throes of a great debate about the fu-
ture of work. Saddled with high unemployment, high taxes, burdensome
welfare systems, and convoluted regulatory regimes, which some say only
perpetuate economic stagnation, critics in government, industry, and civil
society are locked in a fierce ideological struggle about whether the rules
governing employment, commerce, and trade need to be reformed and, if
so, how. Politicians and business and labor leaders squabble over the issues
of creating a flexible labor policy, lowering taxes, rewriting the rules gov-
erning welfare and pension allotments, and bringing their economic poli-
cies in line with the United States.

If the key to creating new jobs, however, was only a matter of making the
above reforms, then the United States of America should be experiencing
high levels of employment. We have made virtually all of the reforms that
the European Union is now attempting to implement. Yet the U.S. work-
force is experiencing hard times, and the American economy has still not
fully recovered from the last recession. Inventories are not being emptied,
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most industries are running below capacity, consumer savings are low,
personal bankruptcies are at a record high, exports are down, and the
stock market has still not regained the ground lost when the bubble burst
in 2000–01. Other economies around the world are experiencing similar
woes.

All of this bad news begs the question, Does the European Union
really believe that its economic future is likely to look up substantially if it
merely follows the U.S. lead on labor, welfare, trade, and other reforms?
No one would argue that such reforms are unnecessary, although the
question of how best to streamline the entrepreneurial spirit without sac-
rificing the social well-being of the EU workforce is a critical concern.

Myths die hard. Despite the fact that America’s job miracle turned out
to be short-lived and less robust than the hype would warrant, many Euro-
pean policy leaders and public officials continue to look to the American
model for their inspiration and guidance. Their enthusiasm is misdirected.
Rather than asking what Americans have done right and what Europeans
have done wrong—a favorite pastime of European leaders—Europeans
should instead congratulate themselves on creating the most humane ap-
proach to capitalism ever attempted, and then ask what kinds of new ideas
might be implemented to improve on their existing model. Maintaining
the appropriate social benefits and pursuing a high quality of life for its cit-
izens should be viewed by the EU as integral to the task of creating the first
truly sustainable superpower economy in the world.

Were the European Union to abandon much of its social net in favor
of a more libertarian market approach, its 455 million people might find
themselves saddled with the kind of deep social ills that now plague the
United States, from greater inequality to increased poverty, lawlessness,
and incarceration. That’s a high price to pay when we consider the fact
that the American model not only has failed to deliver real job growth but
also has forced millions of Americans into long-term debt and bankruptcy.

The real challenge facing the EU in the coming years is how to take ad-
vantage of its vast natural and human resources and build a powerful con-
tinental economy without undermining its longstanding commitment to
social and economic justice for all of its citizens. The outcome is anything
but certain.

What is not in doubt, however, is that the American Dream and the
European Dream differ substantially on the question of how best to en-
sure every person an opportunity to get ahead and make something of
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himself or herself in the world. The American Dream has, from the very
beginning, put the onus of responsibility on the individual to make of his
or her life what he or she can in the marketplace, with few social supports
other than the guarantee of a free public education. Europeans, by con-
trast, believe that society has a responsibility to balance the sometimes
ruthless Darwinism of the marketplace by providing social supports to the
less fortunate, so that no one falls behind.

Both dreams have their strengths and weaknesses. Europeans are often
faulted by Americans for not taking greater personal responsibility for
their own destinies. Americans, on the other hand, are often criticized by
Europeans for being heartless and not taking proper responsibility for
their fellow human beings.

Curiously, Europeans are beginning to heed the American advice by
instituting reforms that draw more of a balance between individual initia-
tive and collective responsibility, but there is little evidence that America
is altering its dream by incorporating into it a greater sense of shared re-
sponsibility for the collective well-being of society. If anything, the Amer-
ican Dream is going the other way, becoming almost a caricature of the
rugged individualism so glorified in America’s frontier mythology. The re-
sult is that some Americans are getting richer while many other Ameri-
cans are getting poorer. In both instances, the American Dream suffers.
The sons and daughters of wealthier Americans grow up in the lap of lux-
ury and come to feel empowered and entitled to happiness and less willing
to work hard, sacrifice, and make something of themselves. For them, the
American Dream becomes endless momentary pleasure-seeking, devoid
of any grand purpose in life. For those Americans who still believe in the
American promise, and who have made every effort “to pick themselves
up by their bootstraps” and succeed, only to be pulled down over and over
again by a market economy and society weighted against them, the Amer-
ican Dream has come to feel like a cruel hoax, a myth without any real
substance. For those on the top and for those on the bottom, the Ameri-
can Dream is losing its cachet and, in the process, casting the American
people adrift. With only our religious fervor to hold on to, we have be-
come a “chosen people” without a narrative—making America potentially
a more dangerous and lonely place to be.

As long as our religious fervor was wed to personal success, the idea of
a chosen people helped foster upward mobility and the democratic spirit
in America. Now that the American Dream of personal success is taken for
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granted, trivialized, or, worse yet, become the object of ennui among a
growing number of younger well-to-do Americans and become some-
thing out of reach for most other poorer Americans, all that’s left is the
idea of a chosen people. The question then becomes, Chosen for what?
Religious fervor in search of a mission, especially when arched with the
idea of enjoying a special status in the eyes of God, could metamorphose
in threatening ways that we Americans are unaccustomed to thinking
about. Already, we’ve seen in the post–September 11 era a hint of the pos-
sibilities, as a growing number of American Evangelical religious leaders,
conservative politicians, and intellectuals talk of the coming global show-
down between the civilized Christian West and the barbarian Muslim
world. To be sure, most Americans of faith don’t hold such views, at least
not yet. And many other more secular Americans are far removed from
any such thoughts. Another 9/11 could change all of that in an instant.

Whether the emerging European Dream can offer an alternative vi-
sion more able to accommodate the tumultuous changes occurring in the
world today, from globalization of the economy and rising unemployment
to the spread of religious terrorism, remains to be seen. We will explore
that dream from a number of vantage points and perspectives in the chap-
ters that follow, with the hope of better understanding its potential to
open up a new path for the human spirit to travel down.
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3
The Quiet Economic Miracle

W E LIKE to vacation there. Around every corner, we experi-
ence some token of our past. Many of us still have deep roots
in Europe. It’s like being in a giant outdoor museum—full of

treasures and memories, some horrifying, others noble. It feels good visit-
ing the “Old World.” The smells are more intimate; the details of life are
more painstakingly cared for. The human nose hasn’t come fully alive un-
til it has passed a cheese shop in France and taken in the rush of sumptu-
ous smells emanating from a hundred different cheeses, each with its own
particular history, and every one of them better than any cheese we might
find in our own supermarkets back home. And then there are the display
windows in the shops on Oxford Street in London’s fashionable shopping
district, the side streets circling the Great Duomo in Milan, and along
Paris’s Champs Elysees. Every window is its own work of art, suggesting
to the Americans passing by that what is inside the store is more than
products to sell, they are gifts to share.

For most Americans, Europe is a place to relax, awaken our senses, re-
juvenate our spirits, and feed our souls. Nothing is more enjoyable than a
stroll along the Rhine River in Basel in the early summer evening, while
watching young men and women and whole families floating along the
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swift current of the water in their inner tubes. Or escaping from the win-
ter frost into a warm and dimly lit sanctuary of a fourteenth-century
church in a hill town in Provence. Great memories.

But when it comes to the “real world” of making a living, of income
and expenditures, of investments and returns, we Americans don’t pay all
that much attention to the comings and goings in Europe. We generally
prefer to keep our economic sights on the East—to Japan and the South-
east Asian Tiger countries. Of late, American businesspeople have turned
an eye toward China, convinced that its vast resources, population, educa-
tional skills, and drive make it the next likely great economic power.

While we Americans continue to look to the Pacific and Asian
economies for signs of quickening competition and greater commercial
opportunities, a quiet economic revolution of a different sort is taking
place in the land of our European forebears, of which we know very little
and to which we are ill prepared to respond.

Americans are vaguely aware that new economic and political realities
are emerging in Europe but, when pressed, are unable to say exactly what
they are. We know that there is now a common currency across much of
the continent and that we no longer have to make anxious and often mis-
informed split-second calculations on how much the local currency is
worth in dollars as we did before the introduction of the euro. Indeed, be-
cause the euro is now virtually on a par with the dollar—actually it’s
slightly stronger—it is easier for Americans to buy things in Europe, since
we no longer have to do a lot of mental math to figure out if we are get-
ting a deal or being cheated. Remember when a dollar was equivalent to
1,700 Italian lire?

And when we go through passport control in London, Frankfurt,
Paris, and Milan, we notice that all of the Europeans in the next line over
are queuing up under an insignia emblazoned with twelve stars in a circle
against a blue backdrop. A single EU passport now suffices for every Eu-
ropean traveler. We begin to think of everyone in the other line not as
Frenchmen, or Italians, or Germans, or Poles but as Europeans.

We Americans are still conditioned by our memory of the old Europe
as a composite of thousands of once walled cities and surrounding coun-
trysides nested inside dozens of rigidly marked-off national boundaries, in
a kind of tight mosaic of borders touching up against borders. The old Eu-
rope felt tight, even claustrophobic, for Americans used to enjoying what
we call “breathing room.” I recall a conversation with a teenage son of a
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close Italian friend of mine more than fifteen years ago. The young man
had just returned from his first visit to America, and I asked him what he
liked best about his experience. He said, “America is so open.”

Now Europe is knocking down the walls, the borders, the boundaries,
the endless demarcations that have separated people from their neighbors
and strangers for more than two millennia of history. One can rent a car
and make a pilgrimage across the continent without ever stopping at a
border crossing. How do we know we’ve left France and entered Spain?
Everything suddenly feels more open, more expansive. If it’s not exactly
the feel of big-sky country and lacks the majesty of America’s open spaces,
it still no longer feels so small and closed, as it once did traveling the old
Europe. There is breathing room now, and no one is quite sure what to do
about all of this newly acquired space.

But this much is for sure. There is a new experiment taking place in
Europe. The whole of Europe has become a testing ground for rethinking
commerce and politics and for re-imagining how people might conduct
their lives with one another. The raw figures are daunting and give an idea
of the breadth and scope, the sheer magnitude of the experiment. Twenty-
five countries—big and small—across Europe have pooled their vast hu-
man and natural resources and made at least a partial commitment to
share a common destiny. We Americans still think of the European Union
as little more than a free-trade zone of sorts, something like the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) but more advanced. We’re
mistaken. It’s much more.

The people of Europe have a common European Parliament with
many powers previously reserved to nation-states, a European Court of
Justice that supersedes the laws of the respective countries, and a Euro-
pean Commission to regulate trade, commerce, and a hundred and one
other things that used to be handled exclusively by national governments.
The Union has established its own military arm, a rapid-reaction force. It
has agreed to establish a common foreign policy, and, with the ratification
of its new constitution, it will have a Europe-wide foreign minister. In the
course of the next two years, the twenty-five governments will ratify a
Europe-wide constitution, formalizing their union. While there is still
plenty of bickering about how much sovereignty should remain with indi-
vidual nation-states and how much given over to the Union—the United
Kingdom being the most reluctant consort in this new marriage—just as
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there was in the first one hundred years of the American union, like our
own grand experiment, the path taken has the air of destiny.

The Birth of a New Kind of
Economic Superpower

Europeans refuse to call their new union the “United States” of Europe
for fear of confusing their experiment with our own two hundred years
ago, although there are many parallels. Still, the differences are at least as
significant as the likenesses, as we will explore in more depth in the pages
that follow. What we are witnessing is the birth of a new political entity
and a new commercial force on the world scene. The European Union,
what some observers call the “reluctant empire,” is already a looming gi-
ant, although still in its infancy. Four hundred and fifty-five million people
are citizens of the European Union. They represent nearly 7 percent of
the human race. While still fewer in number than China and India—each
with a population exceeding 1 billion—the EU already overwhelms the
U.S., whose 293 million people constitute 4.6 percent of the human race,
and dwarfs Japan, whose 120 million citizens make up less than 2.1 per-
cent of the human population on Earth.1

The European Union is now the largest internal single market as well as
the largest trader of goods in the world. The EU is also the world’s largest
trader in services. In the year 2000, the EU accounted for 590.8 billion eu-
ros, or 24 percent of the total world trade in services, compared to the U.S.,
who ranked second with 550.9 billion euros and a share of 22 percent. Japan
was a distant third, with 201.6 billion and an 8 percent share of the global
market.2 Moreover, unlike the United States, which runs on a trade deficit
and imports more than it exports, the EU exports more than it imports.3

The European Union’s Gross Domestic Product of $10.5 trillion in
2003 already exceeds the United States’ $10.4 trillion GDP, and as we will
see in a later section, even this figure masks additional economic strengths
relative to America that are not accounted for in the GDP numbers.4 The
bottom line is that the EU’s GDP already comprises nearly 30 percent of
the GDP of the world, making the European Union a formidable com-
petitor to America in the global economy.5 (The EU’s GDP is nearly 6.5
times larger than China’s.)6
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Corporeal Europe is still being formed. With the prospect of adding
an additional four or five countries to the existing twenty-five countries
over the course of the next decade, the Union will grow to fill a landmass
stretching from Finland to the Mediterranean and from Ireland to the
Black Sea. Much of the European Union’s potential depends on its ability
to create a streamlined and seamless internal trading market and commer-
cial arena. It is in the early stages of creating a continental-wide trans-
portation network, an integrated electricity and energy network, a common
communication grid, a single financial-services market, and a unified reg-
ulatory framework for conducting business. The European Union has
established what it calls Trans-European Networks (TENs), covering the
transport, energy, and telecommunications sectors with the goal of con-
necting all of Europe under a single state-of-the-art, high-tech grid. The
price tag for uniting Europe is expected to reach upwards of $500 billion
and will be financed by both government and the private sector.7

Europe-wide educational programs are also being pursued. The Euro-
pean Union has initiated three high-profile educational programs: Socrates,
Leonardo da Vinci, and the Youth program. Socrates covers general edu-
cation from nursery school to adult education. The program establishes
common educational projects, encourages student and teacher mobility
between EU member countries, and is engaged in efforts to harmonize
curricula. Its Erasmus project has provided grants to more than one mil-
lion European students to study in another member country. The Come-
nius project has brought more than ten thousand schools together in
cooperative education efforts across the EU. The Leonardo da Vinci pro-
gram has helped more than two hundred thousand young people secure
job training in another member country. The Youth program provides
young people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five with opportuni-
ties to do volunteer service either locally or in one of the other EU mem-
ber countries.8

Perhaps the most challenging task on the road to European integra-
tion is accommodating the great disparity in income and job skills be-
tween workers in the Western and Northern European countries and
workers in the new Central, Southern, and Eastern European economies.
The entrance into the Union of seventy-five million new citizens from the
Eastern and Southern countries has ignited fear in the West of a possible
mass influx of cheap labor—both skilled and unskilled—into already be-
leaguered old Europe economies. There is also the concern that compa-
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nies doing business in Western Europe will relocate more and more of
their manufacturing and service operations in Eastern Europe, where la-
bor costs are considerably lower. That’s already begun to happen.

Gartner, the consulting firm, says that the Czech Republic, Poland,
Slovakia, and Hungary are particularly attractive destination sites for
Western European companies interested in outsourcing some of their op-
erations to cheaper labor markets. Some companies, like the logistics firm
DHL, have built their own operations in Eastern Europe. DHL set up an
IT operations center in Prague in 2004.9 Gillette, an American company,
announced plans in 2004 to build a $148 million plant in Poland, shifting
manufacturing and distribution from Britain and Germany to take advan-
tage of cheaper labor costs. The new manufacturing facility will eventually
employ 1,150 workers. As part of the restructuring, Gillette will close two
plants in England and cut production and the size of its workforce in its
Berlin factory.10

Western Europeans also worry that poor immigrants flocking in from
the East will place an additional burden on already overtaxed welfare sys-
tems. The fear is so pronounced that most of the fifteen older member na-
tions have already imposed various restrictions to keep Eastern European
laborers out of their countries for several years. Eastern Europeans worry
that Western European products coming into their economies will under-
mine domestic producers or raise prices for consumers.

Many other difficulties remain in creating a cohesive internal market
across Europe. Still, the positive accomplishments far outnumber the re-
maining obstacles. Equally important, with English increasingly becom-
ing the lingua franca of Europe—it’s already the language used in many
university and graduate school courses, especially in the business and sci-
ence curricula—Europeans will be able to exchange their labor, goods,
and services with an ease approaching that of the internal U.S. market. It
will not happen overnight, but the process of integrating Europe into a
unified internal market is already well along and will continue to gain
momentum over the course of the next twenty-five years or so, when
it should approach the level of integration we enjoy and even take for
granted in the United States.

To the skeptics—and there are many—who doubt whether all of this is
even possible, European leaders point out that, just a few years ago, the
doubters, including many of America’s leading economists and political
pundits, were convinced that the introduction of a single common cur-
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rency across the EU would fail. The euro succeeded beyond even the most
enthusiastic projection of its supporters and is now stronger than the
dollar—trading at $1.27 as of February 2004—and is becoming a rival in
world financial circles.11 The Russian Central Bank announced in 2003
that it would transfer some of its foreign reserves from dollars to euros,
and even China has begun to make a small shift in favor of the euro.12

Recently, Javad Yarjani, a senior official at the Organization of Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC), suggested that its member oil-producing
countries might begin selling their oil in euros. After all, Europe is the
Middle East’s major trading partner and imports far more oil from the
Persian Gulf than America. As mentioned, the EU also enjoys a greater
share of global trade. Yarjani suggests that if Europe’s two key oil produc-
ers, Norway and the U.K., were to adopt the euro—which is likely—“this
might create a momentum to shift the oil pricing system to euros.”13 If
that were to happen, oil-importing nations around the world would no
longer need dollar reserves to purchase oil, and the demand for dollars
could decline significantly, with serious ramifications for the American
economy.

America’s growing national debt is largely to blame for a 44 percent
rise in the euro and a corresponding 31 percent fall in the dollar between
July 2001 and December 2003.14 The International Monetary Fund
(IMF) is so concerned about U.S. debt—the result of a rising budget
deficit and trade imbalance—that it issued a report warning that if steps
weren’t taken to reverse the trend, it could threaten the financial stability
of the world economy. IMF economists say that U.S. financial obligations
to the rest of the world could be equal to 40 percent of its total economy
in just a few years. Economists worry that U.S. borrowing could become
so high that it could force up global interest rates, slowing global invest-
ment and economic growth.15

The U.S. deficit was a staggering $374 billion in 2003 and is expected
to exceed $521 billion in 2004.16 More frightening, the IMF report con-
cluded that the long-term fiscal outlook was even more grim. The IMF
economists predict that underfunding for Social Security and Medicare in
the U.S. will lead to shortages as high as $47 trillion over the next seven
decades.17 John Vail, senior strategist for Mizuho Securities USA,
summed up the feelings of many foreign investors about the value of the
dollar, saying, “The currency doesn’t have the safe haven status that it has
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had in recent years.”18 Who would have dared to suggest just five years
ago that the euro would be stronger than the dollar by the end of 2003?

So, why are so few Americans paying attention to the dramatic
changes taking place on the other side of the pond? To a great extent, it’s
a question of perception. When we think of Europe, our context is a cul-
tural or historical one. When we think of commerce and politics, however,
our frame of reference quickly shifts to the individual countries of Europe—
Germany, the U.K., France, and Italy. This older conception that associ-
ates commerce and politics with the nation-states of Europe is fast being
contradicted by the new reality of a continentally defined superpower
whose commercial muscle is beginning to be flexed on a more expansive
global playing field.

While making comparisons between the U.S. and particular countries
in Europe still makes some sense, at least in the political realm, and espe-
cially in foreign-policy matters, it makes less and less sense in the com-
mercial sphere. The companies I am personally familiar with in Europe
increasingly think of themselves as European—if not global—companies,
just as in the United States, companies long ago stopped thinking of
themselves as New York companies or California companies, but rather as
American and global companies.

What this all means is that we have to begin to reframe our very con-
cept of European states and begin thinking of them as part of the Euro-
pean Union, just as we think of the fifty American states as part of the
United States. This fundamentally changes the way we make compar-
isons. For example, rather than thinking of Germany in comparison to the
U.S., we should think of it in comparison to California—Germany being
the largest state in the European economy and California the largest state
in the U.S. economy. When we begin to shift the way we make compar-
isons, everything suddenly changes and we start to grasp the enormity of
what’s unfolding and the potential consequences for America. If we com-
pare the GDP of Germany—the largest of the twenty-five states of the
European Union—to the GDP of California, our largest state, we see that
Germany’s GDP of $1,866 billion (U.S. dollars) exceeds California’s
$1,344 billion GDP. The U.K., the European Union’s second-largest
state, with a GDP of $1.4 trillion, is nearly twice as large as our second-
largest state, New York, with a GDP of $799 billion. France, with a GDP
of $1.3 trillion, is nearly 50 percent larger than our third most powerful
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state economy, Texas, with a GDP of $742 billion. Italy, with a GDP of
more than $1 trillion, is more than twice as big as our fourth most power-
ful state economy, Florida, with a GDP of $472 billion. Spain, with a
GDP of $560 billion, edges out our fifth biggest state, Illinois, with a $467
billion GDP. The Netherlands boasts an economy larger than New Jer-
sey’s. Sweden’s economy is bigger than that of Washington State. Bel-
gium’s economy eclipses Indiana’s. Austria’s GDP exceeds Minnesota’s.
Poland’s economy is larger than that of Colorado. Denmark’s is bigger
than Connecticut’s. Finland’s GDP exceeds Oregon’s. Greece’s GDP is
dead even with South Carolina’s.19

When my colleagues and friends—on both sides of the Atlantic—have
occasion to applaud or rail against the feats and follies of global compa-
nies, it’s a sure bet that it’s American companies that come to mind. That’s
not to say that they aren’t aware of transnational companies whose head-
quarters reside somewhere outside U.S. shores. Toyota and Honda in
Japan, Samsung in Korea, and BMW, Vivendi, and Nestlé in Europe are
familiar names. But they believe that most giant corporations, the ones
that dominate world commerce and trade, tend to have American roots.
When the German auto giant Daimler-Benz bought out America’s third-
largest automaker, Chrysler, a few years ago, it was a shock to most work-
ing Americans, but treated as something of a fluke. Few Americans realize
the power of European transnational companies. Sixty-one of the 140
biggest companies on the Global Fortune 500 rankings are European,
while only fifty are U.S. companies, and twenty-nine are based in Asia.20

Royal Dutch/Shell and BP are now the fourth and fifth biggest com-
panies in the world. Nokia, the Finnish company, is the number one pro-
ducer of cell phones, with revenues of $28 billion. The company now
controls nearly 40 percent of the worldwide mobile-phone market. Here’s
a company that was selling toilet paper and rubber boots just thirty years
ago. By 1998, its mobile-phone division had surpassed Motorola to be-
come the world’s mobile mouthpiece.21 Vodafone, the British telecom gi-
ant, with more than 100 million subscribers in twenty-eight countries, is
the number-one or -two wireless operator in a dozen of the biggest mar-
kets in the world, including Britain, France, Switzerland, the Netherlands,
Italy, and, yes, the United States. It turns out that the largest American
wireless operator, Verizon Wireless, is a 45 percent owned joint venture
with Vodafone.22

Chances are, most Americans aren’t familiar with Bertelsmann, the
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167-year-old German media company—the world’s third largest after
Time Warner and Walt Disney—and the largest book publisher in the
world. Of course, Americans buy lots of books from the venerable Amer-
ican publisher Random House. What they don’t know is that Random
House is owned by Bertelsmann. Well, what about other well-known and
long-established American book publishers Penguin, Putnam, and Viking?
They are all owned by the British publishing giant Pearson.23

Americans are proud of Boeing and like to think that no other country
surpasses American know-how when it comes to making airplanes. Not so.
Airbus, the European consortium, has outperformed Boeing for the past
three years and now controls 76 percent of the global airplane market.24

It’s fair to say that Royal Ahold, the Dutch food retailer, has zero
brand-name recognition in America, even though, with nearly $60 billion
in revenue in 2002, it’s the world’s second-largest food retailer. Over the
past decade, the Dutch company has quietly bought up virtually every ma-
jor grocery-store chain east of the Appalachians and now operates more
than 1,400 stores still under their original names, like Bi-Lo, Stop &
Shop, Giant, and Bruno’s. Ahold is currently the biggest food retailer on
the East Coast of North America.25

Deutsche Post, the recently privatized German post office, is pressing
ahead to become the world’s leading delivery company and has made more
than twenty acquisitions worldwide over the past several years, including
the $1 billion purchase of Air Express, the largest U.S. air freight for-
warder. It also owns a majority stake in the Brussels-based DHL Interna-
tional, the largest delivery company outside the United States. The
American companies, United Parcel Service (UPS) and Federal Express,
long bitter rivals, are so worried about the Deutsche Post plan to gain a
dominant foothold in the United States that they have joined together,
filing protests with the U.S. Department of Transportation, in an attempt
to block the German company’s expansion efforts in the States. The
brouhaha between the American delivery companies and their new Ger-
man competitor led The Wall Street Journal to quip that “American parcel
delivery trucks have rumbled across the cobbled streets of Europe for
more than two decades. Now European carriers say they want to find out
if transparent borders work in both directions.”26

It’s surprising how little regard European companies are given in dis-
cussions around globalization. At antiglobalization protests at World
Trade Organization (WTO) meetings, World Bank gatherings, and G8
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Summits, the attention on the streets is generally on the evil machinations
of U.S. transnational companies. Even in world policy forums, the focus is
almost exclusively on American companies. Yet in so many of the world’s
key industries, it’s European transnational companies that dominate busi-
ness and trade.

European financial institutions are the world’s bankers. Fourteen of
the twenty largest commercial banks in the world today are European, in-
cluding three of the top four: Deutsche Bank, Credit Suisse, and BNP
Paribas.27 In the chemical industry, the European company BASF is the
world’s leader, and three of the top six players are European.28 In engi-
neering and construction, three of the top five companies are European:
Bouygues, Vinci, and Skanska; the two others are Japanese. Not a single
American engineering and construction company is included among the
world’s top nine competitors.29 In food and consumer products, Nestlé
and Unilever, two European giants, rank first and second, respectively, in
the world.30 In the food and drugstore retail trade, two European compa-
nies, Carrefour and Royal Ahold, are first and second in the rankings, and
European companies make up five of the top ten. Only four U.S. compa-
nies are on the list: Kroger, Albertsons, Safeway, and Walgreens.31

European companies dominate the global insurance industry. Eight of
the top ten reinsurance companies are European, including Munich Re
and Swiss Re, the first and second rated companies.32 In the life and health
insurance field, the top five are all European companies—ING, AXA,
Aviva, Assicurazioni Generali, and Prudential.33 In the property and casu-
alty field, Allianz, the European company, is number one in the world, and
five of the top nine are European companies.34

In the telecommunications industry, European companies hold six of
the top eleven spots in the rankings.35 In the pharmaceutical industry, U.S.
companies have eclipsed their European rivals in recent years, with Merck,
Johnson & Johnson, and Pfizer ranking first, second, and third in the
global rankings. Still, GlaxoSmithKline, the British company, is fourth;
Novartis, the Swiss company, is fifth; and Aventis, the French company, is
sixth. European companies still hold five of the top ten rankings.36

In the motor vehicle and parts industry, General Motors and Ford are
still on top, but DaimlerChrysler is third, and European automakers Volk-
swagen, Fiat, Peugeot, BMW, and Renault are all in the top twelve global
companies.37
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In a recent survey of the world’s fifty best companies, conducted by
Global Finance, all but one were European. The only U.S. company to
make the list was Hilton. European performers such as Diageo, the giant
premium-drink company—it owns Seagram’s and Smirnoff;—Anglo Amer-
ican, the London-based mining company; Ryanair, the upstart low-cost
Irish air-passenger carrier; SAP, the German business-software company;
E.ON, the Düsseldorf-based energy company; the Swedish company
Electrolux; L’Oréal, the French cosmetic giant; Diversified Services, the
British distribution and outsourcing company; Philips, Europe’s largest
consumer-electronics company; and Hermes & Mauritz, the Swedish re-
tailer, were among the companies singled out for praise for their innova-
tive leadership and entrepreneurial acumen.38

All of this is not to suggest that European companies have suddenly
leaped way ahead of their American competitors. In some industries, Eu-
ropean businesses are clearly the market leaders, while in others, the U.S.
companies still dominate. Rather, the message is that European-based
global companies are able to match their American counterparts more of-
ten than not. And, in a number of instances, their successes are worth not-
ing and learning from if American business is to stay competitive in global
markets.

While Europe more than holds its own with the United States when it
comes to its share of global corporate institutions, it also sports more
small- and medium-sized enterprises than America. The U.S. business
community is forever touting the idea that small businesses are the back-
bone of the American economy. In truth, the European Union has a far
greater number of small- and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) than the
U.S. In fact, SMEs currently represent two-thirds of the total employ-
ment in the EU, compared to only 46 percent of the total employment in
the United States.39

Moreover, SMEs have been able to keep pace with the profitability of
large companies by pooling their resources and talents in larger networks,
including industrial clusters and cooperatives, to gain the advantages of
economies of scale and scope without sacrificing the innovativeness and
flexibility that often go along with smaller-scale operations.

The European Union has made a point of advancing the interests of
SMEs and adopted the European Charter for Small Enterprises in 2000 to
help promote their growth and development. Among other things, the
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charter calls upon member states and the EU Commission to support ed-
ucation for entrepreneurship, legislation and regulation to help SMEs re-
main competitive; improved job skills; and the use of successful e-business
models. The EU has even created a “Global Information Network for
SMEs” to help them “exchange information on products, technologies,
and human resources” across borders so they can extend their activities to
the global marketplace.40

Measuring Success

On the whole, while the European Union is closing the gap with the U.S.
economy—and is much larger than its nearest rival, the Japanese economy—
it still has a long way to go to reach its goal of becoming the world’s most
competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy by 2010. (That goal
was set out at the European Union Council in Lisbon in March 2000.)
In an effort to benchmark its progress, the EU publishes the European
Innovation Scoreboard (EIS) each year, listing the European Union’s
progress in seventeen main economic indicators. The indicators are di-
vided into four categories: human resources for innovation; the creation
of new knowledge; the transmission and application of knowledge; and in-
novation finance, outputs, and markets. According to the report, the EU
leads the U.S. in three of ten indicators for which data is available: the
number of science and engineering graduates; public research and devel-
opment (R&D) expenditures; and new capital raised. The EU still lags the
U.S., however, in seven other significant areas, including the share of
manufacturing value-added from high technology, the number of high-
technology patents, and the share of the working-age population with
some form of tertiary education.41 It is interesting to note, however, that
Europe’s leading economies—Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Swe-
den, and the U.K.—outdistanced both the U.S. and Japan in seven of the
ten comparable indicators. Moreover, the EU, overall, has been improv-
ing faster than the U.S. in four of the eight comparable indicators: Inter-
net access, the registration of patents in the United States, per capita
information-technology spending, and participation in tertiary education.
The EU has gained on Japan in all seven of the indicators to which there
is comparable data.42 The report’s authors conclude that “the overall pos-
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itive trend results suggest that the EU may be catching up with its main
competitors.”43

Most American economists, and even some European economists, are
reluctant to acknowledge Europe’s dramatic economic strides. Michael
Mussa, former chief economist at the International Monetary Fund
responsible for putting together the agency’s world-growth forecasts, now
with the Institute for International Economics in Washington, D.C., pre-
dicts that the U.S. growth rate in 2004 will be around 4.5 percent while
that of Western Europe will be only 2 percent. Western Europe is ex-
pected to fare slightly better in 2005 at 2.25 percent while America’s
growth rate is expected to drop to 3.5 percent. Europe’s less robust growth
rate compared to the U.S. is cited as proof that the EU is falling further
behind in the race to be the world’s most competitive economy.44

The reason for Europe’s poor performance, argue American econo-
mists, lies with the governments’ inflexible labor policies, anti-entrepreneur-
ial biases, overtaxation, and burdensome welfare programs—so-called
“Euroschlerosis.” What they conveniently ignore is that America’s recent
economic growth has not come without a steep price tag in the form of
record consumer and government debt. The cost of stimulating the econ-
omy has been steep. The United States had to take on $1.5 trillion of ad-
ditional debt between 2000 and 2004 and increase its annual government
deficit to $500 billion in 2004 alone, while American families saw their
savings rate hover at 2 percent. In a sense, America is paying for its im-
proved short-term economic performance, at least in part, by borrowing
against the future.45

Admittedly, many European companies rival their American counter-
parts, and the EU economy is nearly as competitive as our own, but
doesn’t America continue to produce more millionaires? Not so. Accord-
ing to a report compiled by Cap Gemini Ernst & Young along with
Merrill Lynch, Europe boasts 2.6 million millionaires—individuals whose
financial assets are at least $1 million (U.S. dollars), excluding home real
estate—while North America has only 2.2 million millionaires. More
telling, Europe added 100,000 millionaires to its roles in 2000, while
North America dropped by 88,000 millionaires in the same year.46 Sur-
prisingly, of the 7.2 million millionaires in the world today, the greatest
percentage—32 percent—live in Europe, and their numbers are growing
faster than those of any other region.47
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Although the EU economy is running almost head-to-head with the
U.S. economy, the numbers don’t tell the whole story. That’s because the
comparisons between the EU and the U.S. are being made by looking at
their respective GDPs. The problem with this approach is that GDP gives
a false sense of real economic well-being. For this reason, it has come under
increasing criticism in recent years by economic reformers, and even policy-
makers inside some of the world’s leading global economic institutions.

The GDP was created by the U.S. Commerce Department at the
height of the Depression in the 1930s and was used first as a gauge for
measuring the nation’s economic recovery and then to monitor wartime
production capacity during World War II. The fault with the GDP is that
it doesn’t discriminate between economic activity that really improves the
standard of living of people and economic activity that does not.

In a scathing critique of GDP in The Atlantic magazine several years
back, policy analysts Clifford Cobb, Ted Halstead, and Jonathan Rowe
likened the tool to “a calculating machine that adds but cannot subtract.”48

In an era where “production”—any kind of production—was considered a
sine qua non for measuring well-being, GDP became the standard refer-
ence for economists, business leaders, and politicians. GDP counts every
economic activity as good. So if crime rises because of unemployment and
poverty, requiring an increase in police protection and enforcement, court
costs, prison costs, and a beefing up of private surveillance and protection,
the economic activity it engenders finds its way into the GDP. If a toxic-
waste dump needs to be cleaned up, an oil spill contained, or contami-
nated groundwater purified, again the economic activity adds to the total
GDP. If the use of fossil fuels increases, it is added to the GDP, even
though it means a depletion of existing stocks of nonrenewable energy.
And if the health of millions of Americans deteriorates because of an in-
crease in obesity, cigarette smoking, alcohol consumption, and drug use,
the increased costs of health care are, likewise, added to the GDP. Same
with the increased costs associated with protecting the nation against ter-
rorism. The purchase of more missiles, airplanes, tanks, and bombs are all
added to the GDP. One would be hard-pressed to say that any of these ac-
tivities actually result in a net improvement in our quality of life. Here lies
the rub. So much of our GDP—and an increasing percentage of it each
year—is made up of economic activity that clearly does not improve our
well-being.
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The late senator Robert Kennedy best summed up the shortcomings
of using Gross National Product to define the economic well-being of the
country. He wrote,

The Gross National Product includes air pollution and advertising
for cigarettes and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage. It
counts special locks for our doors and jails for the people who break
them. GNP includes the destruction of the redwoods and the death
of Lake Superior. It grows with the production of napalm and mis-
siles and nuclear warheads . . . it does not allow for the health of our
families, the quality of their education, or the joy of their play. It is
indifferent to the decency of our factories and the safety of our
streets alike. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the
strength of our marriages, or the intelligence of our public debate or
the integrity of our public officials . . . it measures everything, in
short, except that which makes life worthwhile.49

Even the man who invented the GDP, Simon Kuznets—he later went
on to win the Nobel Prize in 1971 for his accomplishment—warned in his
first report to the U.S. Congress back in 1934 that “the welfare of a na-
tion” can “scarcely be inferred from a measure of national income.”50

Thirty years later, Kuznets weighed in again on the subject, after having
witnessed politicians and economists abusing the tool he invented for
more than three decades. He wrote: “Distinctions must be kept in mind
between quantity and quality of growth, between costs and returns, and
between the short and the long run. Goals for ‘more’ growth should spec-
ify more growth of what and for what.”51

A number of attempts have been made over the years to come up with
a suitable alternative to GDP. The Index of Sustainable Economic Wel-
fare (ISEW), the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), the Fordham Index
of Social Health (FISH), the UN’s Human Development Index (HDI),
and the Index of Economic Well-Being (IEWB) are among the more pop-
ular indicators. They each attempt to determine “real” economic im-
provement in human welfare.

The earliest effort at establishing an alternative index was the ISEW,
created by then World Bank economist Herman Daly and theologian
John Cobb in 1989. Their index begins with personal consumption
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spending and then adds unpaid domestic labor. Then they subtract activ-
ity that is primarily designed to mitigate losses, like money spent on
crime, pollution, and accidents. The ISEW also adjusts for income dis-
parity and depletion of natural resources.52 The GPI includes many of the
same criteria but adds the value of voluntary work in the community and
subtracts the loss of leisure time.53 The FISH measures sixteen social-
economic indicators, including infant mortality, child abuse, childhood
poverty, teen suicide, drug abuse, high school dropout rates, average
weekly earnings, unemployment, health insurance coverage, poverty
among the elderly, homicides, housing, and income inequality.54 The
IEWB takes into account such things as the family savings rate and the ac-
cumulation of tangible capital such as housing stocks, which measure one’s
sense of future security.55

The question of how accurate the GDP is in measuring and monitor-
ing real improvement or deterioration in our quality of life has come
home for me over the course of the past twenty years. Beginning in the
mid-1980s, I spent upwards of one-third of my time in Europe. I have vis-
ited virtually every part of the continent and stayed in small towns, rural
communities, and large metropolitan areas. Because I was commuting,
sometimes twice a month, back and forth, I was continually bombarded by
the differences between America and Europe. The little things often
caught my eye. For example, when I walk into men’s rooms in Europe, the
lights go on automatically and then shut off nine or ten minutes later
whether I am done or not. Or when I enter most hotel rooms, I have to in-
sert my card key into a slot for the lights to turn on. When I leave, I re-
trieve my card key from the slot and the lights automatically turn off.
Similarly, when I’m at an airport or approaching an escalator, a light sig-
nals my presence and the escalator begins to move. All of these little de-
vices are designed to save energy.

On the streets, I see very few homeless or mentally ill people. Al-
though they certainly exist and their numbers are on the rise, they are not
as visible a presence as they are on the streets of New York City, Wash-
ington, Chicago, and Los Angeles. People in Europe walk on the streets at
night, even in the poor neighborhoods. Women often walk unaccompa-
nied in the parks after dusk. While police are around, they seem fewer and
less tense than the ones I’m familiar with on city streets in America.

When I’m in Europe, I rarely come across multitudes of fat and obese
people. Sometimes, I can walk an entire day without encountering a sin-
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gle overweight person. In America, by contrast, it seems everyone is
grossly overweight and, even more shocking, unaware or unconcerned
about their appearance.

In Europe, I see men and women lingering for hours over food and
drink in the eateries and outdoor cafés. Although not unusual in itself,
what’s strange is that I see them at these establishments at all hours, not
just at lunch or at the end of the day, as would be the case in America. The
first thought that crosses my mind is, Are these people all unemployed or
just slow to get back to their desks and their assignments?

And no one seems to be rushing. No one. People still stroll in Europe.
The older people often walk with their hands behind their backs, with one
hand clasping the opposite wrist. I can’t remember the last time I saw large
numbers of people stroll on America’s big-city streets. And while there is
run-down housing and there are very poor neighborhoods all over Eu-
rope, they don’t, for the most part, compare to the burned-out neighbor-
hoods in the South Side of Chicago where I grew up or the Bushwick/
Brownsville section of Brooklyn where I lived and worked as a VISTA vol-
unteer after finishing my graduate studies at the university.

While graffiti on buildings has become epidemic in some parts of
Europe—Milan comes readily to mind—I rarely experience the kind of
urban blight that characterizes most American towns and cities. There ap-
pears to be more symmetry to the way everything is laid out in Europe.
Living environments are more in scale. Adjoining neighborhoods, schools,
and retail stores are usually within walking distance of one another or just
a few minutes away by tram. And, here’s a statistic sure to elicit envy: nearly
six out of ten Europeans take less than twenty minutes to get to work.56

When I visit homes in Europe, people seem to have fewer things and
be surrounded by less high-tech gadgetry. But what they do have is gener-
ally of very high quality and well taken care of. The same can be said about
personal appearance. European men and women I know—mostly in the
middle and upper middle class—don’t have the extensive wardrobes some
of my friends in the States enjoy. But what they do have is very high qual-
ity, and so when they go out, they appear to be put together better. The dif-
ference, I suspect, is that most mercurial and immeasurable of things called
“style.” In Europe, it’s less about how much one has and more about how
to enjoy one’s life. Most Europeans are quite clear in this regard.

The point is, there is a very real and demonstrable difference in “the
quality of life” one experiences in much of Europe compared with that in
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most parts of the United States. I have talked to countless Americans and
Europeans, from every walk of life, who share similar thoughts on the
matter. But, curiously, in my meetings with business leaders, economists,
government policy wonks, and elected officials—especially in America—I
hear only of how much better off America is, and, in case proof is needed,
the GDP is invariably trotted out as a testimonial to the superiority of the
American way of life.

But what if we were to really take seriously the criticisms waged
against the GDP as a measure of well-being and began to fully take into
account alternative criteria for assessing the quality of our lives? I believe
it would become clear to any objective observer that, in many ways, the
“United States” of Europe—while still in its infancy—has already eclipsed
the United States of America and become a new kind of superpower.

Recall that the EU GDP is now approximately $10.5 trillion, while the
U.S. GDP weighs in at $10.4 trillion. The $100 billion difference widens,
however, if the GDPs are adjusted to reflect the negative activity that does
not contribute to the improvement of people’s everyday quality of life.
Let’s begin with the wide disparity in military expenditures. The twenty-
five EU nations together devoted $155 billion in 2002 to defense-related
spending. The U.S. defense expenditures for this same year totaled $399
billion, or $244 billion more than the total defense outlay for all of the Eu-
ropean countries combined.57 If the $244 billion were to be subtracted
from the U.S. GDP, it would bring the U.S. GDP down to $10.16 trillion,
broadening the gap between the EU and the U.S. to $344 billion.

Some might argue that subtracting the U.S. military expenditures is a
bit unfair since the United States has had to take on the burden of de-
fending Europe since the end of World War II. Were it not for America’s
superior military machine, and the U.S.’s willingness to act as Europe’s
protector through the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Eu-
rope would have long ago had to beef up its own military machine to de-
fend its regional and global interests. Fair enough. On the other hand,
many Europeans argue that the U.S. military is far bigger than warranted
in a post–Cold War world, and they remind the U.S. that the so-called
“peace dividend”—the expected reduction in military expenditures that
was supposed to result from the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the
Cold War—has yet to materialize. While the threat of global terrorism
poses new security issues that were not anticipated a decade ago, Euro-
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peans argue that these problems are best handled with a combination of
police actions, soft diplomacy, and more sophisticated and generous de-
velopment aid. In any event, say European analysts, if the $155 billion
currently spent by all twenty-five European countries for defense was
properly reorganized at a European level to establish a single streamlined
rapid-reaction force for the continent—that effort is already partially un-
der way—it would more than suffice to meet any potential military con-
tingency.

The U.S.’s exorbitant and wasteful use of energy is another item that,
if we adjusted for it, increases the gap even further between the European
and U.S. GDPs. In 2000, the then fifteen EU member countries con-
sumed 63.3 quadrillion British Thermal Units (BTUs) of energy. While
this amounted to 16 percent of the world’s total energy consumption for
the year, it was 35.5 quadrillion BTUs less than the U.S. consumed dur-
ing 2000. In other words, the U.S. consumed 98.8 quadrillion BTUs of
energy, or nearly one-third more energy than the fifteen EU countries,
even though the combined population of the EU at the time was 375 mil-
lion people, or 102 million more people than lived at that time in the
United States.58

The U.S. continues to consume one-third more energy than the Eu-
ropean Union, with energy expenditures in excess of $703 billion in 2000
(the most recent figure available). This means that one-third of the total,
or $234 billion, is simply a reflection of the wasteful use of energy and, if
deducted from GDP, would increase the gap between the EU and U.S.
GDP to about $578 billion.59 If we were also to calculate the increasing
expenditures for pollution abatement that result from the burning of one-
third more energy than our European friends, the U.S. GDP would need
to be adjusted downward again, to reflect the negative economic activity.

The U.S. also spends far more money on fighting crime and adminis-
tering civil justice than any of the European countries. In 1999, more than
$147 billion went into police protection, court administration, and prison
maintenance, or 1.58 percent of that year’s total GDP.60 Again, if a portion
of the $147 billion were deducted to allow for the gap in expenditures on
crime in the U.S. and Europe, the GDP differential between the two su-
perpowers would widen still more.

Other categories could be added to this list. What becomes clear is
that the initial gap in GDP—with the United States running slightly be-
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hind the European GDP—turns out to be even more when adjustments
are made for economic activity that is either destructive or does not con-
tribute in any significant way to improving living standards.

Quality of Life

It’s when we turn to very specific benchmarks for measuring economic
well-being and quality of life, however, that the European Union begins
to shoot ahead of the U.S. When we think about criteria for determining
a good quality of life—what an economy should be all about—what comes
immediately to mind is access to a decent education, assuring our good
health, providing adequate care for our children, and living in safe neigh-
borhoods and communities. In most of these particulars, the European
Union has already surpassed the United States of America.

Take, for example, education. Americans are rightfully proud of our
public education system. In the seventeenth century, Massachusetts be-
came the first colony in the New World to accord children the right to a
free education. (In 1635, Boston Latin School became the first public
school in America.) Universal public education is among our most cher-
ished institutions and a signature for a country that has long believed in
equality of opportunity. The American Dream is built on the idea that
everyone in America, regardless of the station or circumstances to which
they were born, ought to be assured an education so that they might make
the most of their lives.

No wonder American educators were taken aback by the results of the
International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) conducted in the mid-1990s
and designed to compare the cognitive skills of adults in countries around
the world. The survey found that Americans with less than nine years of
education “score worse than virtually all of the other countries.”61

In 2000, the OECD reported on a detailed global survey taken to as-
sess reading literacy in various countries. The Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA) “focuses on measuring the extent to which in-
dividuals are able to construct, expand, and reflect on the meaning of what
they have read in a wide range of texts common both within and beyond
school.”62 Again, Americans would be surprised to learn that our children
rank fifteenth in the world in reading literacy, below eight Western Euro-
pean nations.63
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Although the U.S. spends about the same proportion of our GDP—
3.6 percent—on education as the EU countries, children in twelve Euro-
pean nations rank higher in mathematics literacy, and in eight European
countries, the children outscored American kids in scientific literacy.
Equally surprising, the average teenager in the EU finishes 17.5 years of
education, while American teenagers, on the average, finish only 16.5 years
of education. And, in nine European countries, more teenagers enter ter-
tiary education (higher education) than in America.64

There is no better index of the well-being of a society than a nation’s
health. Americans have come to believe that we have the best overall
health-care system in the world, and the healthiest population to boot. Al-
though many Americans lament the fact that millions of their fellow citi-
zens cannot afford private health-care insurance and aren’t eligible for
public assistance, we nonetheless believe that Americans still enjoy a
health-care system second to none. Unfortunately, the facts don’t support
the belief. A comparison of health in the European Union and the United
States is enlightening.

In the European Union, there are approximately 322 physicians
per 100,000 people, whereas in the U.S., there are only 279 physicians per
100,000 people.65 Not enough trained physicians is just the beginning
of the health story. When it comes to ensuring health at the beginning of
one’s life, the U.S. ranks a distant twenty-sixth among industrialized na-
tions, at seven deaths per 1,000 births, and scores well below the average
in the EU.66

The U.S. fairs equally poorly at the other end of the life scale. While
the average life expectancy in the European Union—excluding the ten new
countries—is 81.4 years for women and 75.1 years for men, for a mean life
expectancy of 78.2 years, the U.S. life expectancy for women is now 79.7
years and for men 74.2, for a mean life expectancy of 76.9 years. When the
ten new Central and Eastern European countries are added to the EU av-
erages, life expectancy falls to slightly below that of the United States.67

Still, the fact that life expectancy throughout Western and Northern Eu-
rope is higher than in America would no doubt be greeted with incredulity
by most Americans. Even worse, according to the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO), the U.S. currently ranks a dismal twenty-fourth in disability-
adjusted life expectancy, far below our European friends.68

The WHO also ranked the countries of the world in terms of overall
health performance, and the U.S. fell down even further, into thirty-seventh

T H E  Q U I E T  E C O N O M I C  M I R A C L E 7 9

95



place. When it came to evaluating the fairness of countries’ health care,
the U.S. ranked still lower, to fifty-fourth, or last place among the OECD
nations.69

Sadly, the U.S. and South Africa are the only two developed countries
in the world that do not provide health care for all of their citizens.70 More
than forty six million people in America are currently uninsured and un-
able to pay for their own health care.71

The irony is that the United States spends more per capita for health
care than any other nation of the world, according to the OECD—$4,900
per person in 2001.72 Most of the increased cost is attributable to the high
administrative costs and margins associated with running a for-profit
health-care system. Moreover, because so many millions of Americans are
uninsured, they cannot afford preventive care and do not attend to an ill-
ness at the outset. Waiting until the illness has advanced to a crisis in-
creases the medical costs significantly.73 The greater cost of health care is
added to the GDP. Currently, more than 10 percent of the U.S. GDP goes
to medical care.74 Again, this is a perfect example of the disconnect be-
tween the measure of pure economic activity, reflected in the GDP, and
the quality of life a society enjoys. The high cost of medical care in the
U.S. boosts the U.S. GDP by more than 10 percent, despite the mediocre
quality of the health care and the poor health of the American people.

The GDP and the nation’s health intersect in many other interesting
ways that are seldom discussed by economists. For example, obesity in the
U.S. has now reached epidemic proportions, with more than 30 percent of
all Americans now considered chronically obese. Worldwide, more than
300 million people are classified as obese.75 Much of the growth in girth is
attributable to junk food and a snacking culture promoted in the U.S. and
now being exported by U.S. companies around the world. Obesity is a ma-
jor contributing factor in the onset of type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular dis-
ease, and cancer.76

Although Europe is catching up to America in the increased incidence
of obesity—as fast foods become an ever more prevalent part of the Euro-
pean diet—the U.S. obesity rate is still more than twice as high. In the fif-
teen EU countries for which figures are available, the percentage of obese
people is 11.3.77 Again, the more obese the American population, the big-
ger the GDP. Fast foods, junk foods, and processed foods account for an
ever larger percentage of our total consumption of food. And the margins
on these kinds of foods are much higher than for unprepared, un-
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processed, raw foods. All of this jacks up the GDP still further. And then
there are the medical costs. The World Health Organization estimates
that obesity alone increases health-care costs by as much as 7 percent in
some countries.78 So the U.S. GDP continues to expand along with our
waistlines, but our quality of life continues to diminish.

The United States has long been considered the land of opportunity.
But if opportunity means starting off in life with sufficient financial re-
sources to have a chance to make something out of oneself, then babies
born in the European Union are far better positioned to succeed, from the
very get-go. Childhood poverty in the United States is among the highest
in the developed world. The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
defines poverty this way: people in poverty are those whose “resources
(material, cultural, and social) are so limited as to exclude them from the
minimum acceptable way of life in the Member States in which they live.”79

The European Union defines poverty more specifically as “those whose in-
comes fall below half of the average income (as measured by the median)
for the nation in which they live.”80 By these standards, 22 percent of all the
children in the United States are living in poverty. U.S. childhood poverty
now ranks twenty-second, or second to last, among the developed nations.
Only Mexico scores lower. All fifteen highly developed European nations
have fewer children in poverty than the U.S.81 Even if we consider absolute
poverty, using the U.S. equivalent of what constitutes poverty, U.S. chil-
dren are still poorer than the children of nine European nations.82 There
are currently 11.7 million American children under the age of eighteen liv-
ing below the U.S.-defined poverty line. And there are more poor children
in America today than there were thirty years ago.83

Living in a safe environment is also one of the hallmarks of a good so-
ciety. We have come to believe that the more affluent a society becomes,
the more peaceful it is likely to be. If GDP is the standard, then the
United States ought to be one of the safest nations on Earth. Yet Ameri-
cans can tell you that it’s far more dangerous to be out on the streets any-
where in America than to walk virtually everywhere unaccompanied in
Europe. The statistics are chilling.

Between 1997 and 1999, the average rate of homicides per 100,000
people in the EU was 1.7. The U.S rate of homicide was nearly four times
higher, or nearly 6.26 per 100,000 people.84 More terrifying still, the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) reports that the rates of childhood
homicides, suicides, and firearm-related deaths exceed those of the other
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twenty-five wealthiest nations in the world, including the fourteen
wealthiest European countries. The homicide rate for children in the U.S.
was five times higher than for children in the other twenty-five countries
combined. The suicide rate among U.S. children was two times higher
than all of the suicides combined in all the other twenty-five countries
measured.85

It’s not surprising that the U.S. incarceration rate is so high compared
to that of the European Union. As mentioned earlier, in chapter 2, more
than two million Americans are currently in prison—that’s nearly one-
quarter of the entire prison population in the world.86 While EU member
states average 87 prisoners per 100,000 population, the United States av-
erages an incredible 685 prisoners per 100,000 population.87

The European Commission has begun work on developing a “Euro-
pean System of Social Reporting and Welfare Measurement” with an eye
toward establishing a more accurate mechanism for measuring the “real”
economic progress of its 455 million citizens.88

The European Commission study group on the subject has laid out an
architectural blueprint of the kinds of things that should go into a social
accounting, beginning with the concept of “quality of life,” which it de-
fines as the “immaterial aspects of the living situation like health, social re-
lations or the quality of the natural environment.”89 Quality of life also
should include “actual living conditions,” as well as “the subjective well-
being of the individual citizens,” says one of the authors of the initial study
papers.90

In America, while we assume that every person is endowed with “cer-
tain inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness,” we believe that more economic growth will ensure the good
life. In Europe, academics, policy people, and the public at large are skep-
tical. They say that growth, by itself, is no guarantee of a better life for the
people. The European Commission is looking at a host of other indicators
to measure happiness, including the extent to which social cohesion is
deepened, social exclusion is diminished, and social capital is grown. It
wants an economy that is sustainable, “that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs.”91

Europe is not yet ready to abandon the old GDP scale. Yet, the very
fact that a world superpower is seriously engaged in the process of re-
thinking what the criteria ought to be for measuring economic growth
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and for determining the basis of a good economy is nothing short of rev-
olutionary. In the United States, at the federal level, except for a single
speech on the U.S. Senate floor by Democratic senator Byron Dorgan
back in 1995, there has been no discussion of rethinking the way the U.S.
defines economic progress.92 Indeed, it’s probably fair to say that were any
of the president’s council of economic advisers to even introduce the sub-
ject, he or she would be met with snickers of disbelief among fellow econ-
omists. Yet, in Europe, the powers that be appear willing, even eager, to
challenge the old shibboleths and reconstitute some of the most basic as-
sumptions of what economic progress should be about.

What does all of this have to do with the American and European
dreams? When people think of the older American Dream, what comes to
mind is the idea that anyone can go from rags to riches. By contrast, the
new European Dream is more about advancing the quality of life of a
people. The first dream emphasizes individual opportunities, the second,
the collective well-being of society. When it comes to the question of in-
dividual opportunities, however, the evidence suggests that Europe is fast
catching up to the United States. As to quality of life, it’s clear that Europe
has moved ahead of America.

THE TUG BETWEEN EUROPE and America goes even deeper than
questions of personal opportunity and quality of life. What really distin-
guishes the comings and goings in Europe and America today is that Eu-
rope is busy preparing for a new era while America is desperately trying to
hold on to the old one. There is a sense of excitement across Europe, a
feeling of new possibilities. To be sure, the feeling varies somewhat in in-
tensity from country to country and region to region and even between
young and old. There are also significant pockets of resistance to a
transnational political space. Still, one gets the sense that Europeans know
they are creating something new and bold and that the whole world is
watching them. If I were to sum it up, I would say that Europe has become
a giant freewheeling experimental laboratory for rethinking the human
condition and reconfiguring human institutions in the global era.

Many observers—especially Americans—view the developments in
Europe with whimsy or disdain or, worse still, indifference. The hard-line
cynics are even less charitable, seeing the efforts afoot to create a “United
States” of Europe as quixotic, and ultimately futile. European critics
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voiced similar reservations about our own experiment in forging a United
States of America more than two hundred years ago. They proved wrong
then, and I suspect we will be proved wrong this time around.

The emerging European Dream isn’t just a glib political catchphrase.
There are profound changes occurring in Europe at the personal, institu-
tional, and even metaphysical level. Even most Europeans, when pressed,
aren’t exactly sure what they’ve gotten themselves into. Our American
founders must have felt the same way. But if there are doubts and qualms,
a sense of frustration and bewilderment, all that is to be expected of a
people in the midst of rewriting the human story.

It is true that Europe is becoming a new land of opportunity for mil-
lions of people around the world in search of a better tomorrow. Europe’s
emphasis on quality of life does indeed distinguish it from the older Amer-
ican model, with its singular attention to growth and the accumulation of
personal wealth. But there is much more to the European Dream. In a
world growing weary of grand utopian visions and more comfortable with
individual story lines, the new European Dream has dared to create a new
synthesis: one that combines a post-modern sensitivity to multiple per-
spectives and multiculturalism with a new universal vision. The new Eu-
ropean Dream takes us into a global age.

In order to really understand the depth of the changes that are remak-
ing Europe, it is essential to remember Europe’s past. The new European
Dream is not so much a repudiation of the past as it is a building off of it.
Dreams take us to where we would like to go, but to get there, we first
need to know what we are leaving behind. Every journey has a starting
point as well as a destination. In the case of the new European Dream, the
starting point is not the new millennium or even the post–World War II
era but, rather, the twilight period between the late medieval and early
modern era, when many of the conventions we have come to know under
the heading of “modernity” began to take hold. These conventions in-
clude the Enlightenment and the beginning of modern science, the flow-
ering of the individual, the establishment of a private property regime, the
formation of market capitalism, and the birth of the nation-state. The
shift to a global era is forcing a rethinking of all of these well-worn con-
ventions of the modern age. So, to understand the path that Europe’s new
dream is forging, we first need to revisit its older byways to gain a refer-
ence point and, hopefully, some insights to help guide our journey.
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What we are going to find, by retracing European history, are the
roots of the American Dream that we discussed in chapter 1. Although
historians rarely allude to it, the reality is that the American Dream rep-
resents the thinking of a moment of time, frozen in European history and
transported whole cloth to American shores in the eighteenth century,
where it continued to animate the American experience right up to the
present day. The American Revolution took place at the very time that a
waning Protestant Reformation was making its final accommodation to
the new forces of the Enlightenment. While much of Europe eventually
combined elements of the Protestant Reformation theology and Enlight-
enment ideology into a new synthesis wrapped up in democratic socialism,
America did not. Instead, successive generations of Americans chose to
live out both the Protestant Reformation and Enlightenment traditions si-
multaneously and in their purest forms, becoming, at one and the same
time, the most devoutly Protestant people on Earth and the most com-
mitted to scientific pursuits, a private property regime, market capitalism,
and nation-state ideology. The American Dream, in the fullest incarna-
tion, is an amalgam of both these earlier forces that shook Europe from
its medieval moorings and propelled it into the modern age. In a very
real sense, then, the American Dream is largely a European creation, up-
rooted and replanted on American soil and bred to fit America’s unique
environment.

We Americans like to think of ourselves as forward-thinking, with our
attention focused on the distant horizon. However, our worldview,
strangely enough, is locked into a specific period of time long since passed
by in European history. In short, the American Dream is a very old dream
and becoming increasingly irrelevant in the new era of globalization.

In the next four chapters, we are going to retrace the philosophical and
institutional changes that gave rise to the modern age, in order to better
understand Europe’s own past and the American Dream that grew out of
it. Knowing what Europe is leaving behind is essential to knowing where
it’s heading as it prepares a new dream for a global era.
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4
Space, Time, and Modernity

THE GREAT TURNING POINTS in human history are often
triggered by changing conceptions of space and time. Sometimes,
the adoption of a single technology can be transformative in na-

ture, changing the very way our minds filter the world. Consider, for ex-
ample, the cell phone. Europeans were the first to enthusiastically embrace
mobile-communications technology. I remember sitting with my wife in a
fashionable upscale eatery in Milan many years ago, when we heard a
phone ring from somewhere at a nearby table. The middle-aged man
pulled a mobile phone from his jacket pocket and began an animated and
lengthy conversation with someone on the other line. My wife turned to
me with a quip, “Wait until American teenagers get ahold of this little toy.”

Americans Are from Mars, 
Europeans Are from Venus

Americans subsequently took to cell phones. But the point is that the
wireless revolution took off, in a big way, first in Europe. In 2000, the EU
boasted 661 cellular mobile subscribers per 1,000 people, compared to
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only 308 subscribers per 1,000 people in the U.S., putting Europe far
ahead of the rest of the world in early adoption of wireless telecommuni-
cations technology.1 After centuries of being surrounded by walls and liv-
ing in a fortress mentality, suddenly Europeans found a way to break out,
to liberate themselves. The cell phone brought with it a new kind of free-
dom: mobility, to be sure, but different from the kind that drew millions
of Americans to buy Henry Ford’s cheap Model T car nearly one hundred
years earlier.

For Americans, the automobile was a way to grab hold of the vast ex-
panse of the American landscape—to expropriate and colonize it and
make it more manageable and manipulable. The very name “auto-mobile”
struck a chord. Americans, more than any other people, have come to view
security in terms of “autonomy” and “mobility.” On the frontier, where
human exchange is sparse and the elements threatening, being self-reliant
and mobile is a way to ensure one’s security. Autonomy, mobility, and
freedom have always come as a package in America. To be autonomous is
to be independent and not beholden to others. Mobility, in turn, ensures
endless new opportunities. The American cowboy and his horse enshrine
the myth. Fiercely independent and always on the move, he was a free
spirit that captured, so pointedly, the American frame of mind. With the
passing of the great American frontier, and the cowboys who tamed it,
Henry Ford sold a mechanical surrogate of the horse. The automobile al-
lowed every American to exercise the same sense of freedom that cowboys
must have felt atop their steeds, roaming the Western frontier.

In Europe, the sensibilities ran along a different vein. A frontier men-
tality of sorts existed, but in a more vicarious fashion. The various colonial
adventures of the great European powers drew Europeans to the four cor-
ners of the Earth. Some came as settlers—to America, Australia, and
South Africa—and adopted a frontier psyche. But many others came as
colonial administrators, military personnel, and agents representing busi-
ness and political interests back home. They were extensions of the Old
World and never really shed their Europeanness.

For Europeans, the search for security was always more bound up in
embeddedness in communities—whether indentured in medieval fiefs or
fortressed away in craft guilds in walled towns. One was secure to the ex-
tent one was nested in a community that, in turn, was safe from invasion
or encroachment from the outside. The drawbridge, the moat, and the
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lookout tower are the architectural symbols of the European sense of
space. The idea of a lone, self-reliant individual freely roaming across an
endless frontier even today makes little sense to Europeans.

The early success of mobile-phone technology in Europe speaks vol-
umes. The cell phone keeps individuals connected to their communities.
But it also allows individuals to break out from the constraints of geogra-
phy, to be free of place but still connected to others in time. And this gets
to one of the fundamental differences in how Europeans and Americans
conceive of space and time. Americans covet exclusive space. Each person
strives to be self-contained and autonomous. That’s why we put a premium
on privacy. Europeans seek inclusive space—being part of extended com-
munities, including family, kin, ethnic, and class affiliation. Privacy is less
important than engagement. For Americans, time is future-directed and
viewed as a tool to explore new opportunities. For Europeans, time is more
past- and present-oriented and used to reaffirm and nurture relationships.

A comprehensive anthropological study of how people use mobile
phones in six countries bears out some of the differences in how Europeans
and Americans relate to the new wireless technology. In Sweden, for exam-
ple, “they view someone talking on their mobile as though the person with
whom they’re speaking is physically in the room.”2 As a result, chatting on
a mobile phone while eating lunch alone in a restaurant is perfectly accept-
able behavior. Italians believe in constant connectivity and like to be reach-
able at all times. They have no reservations about using mobile phones in
any public setting. Americans are a bit more circumspect in their use of
mobile phones. New Yorkers, for example, tend to use their mobile phones
more to accomplish tasks but also believe that having wireless conversa-
tions in public is often intrusive and a violation of others’ private space.
While San Franciscans use mobile phones for work- and leisure-related ac-
tivity and to communicate with friends, some worry about being constantly
available all the time, and not having enough alone time.3

Some commentators have said that “Americans are from Mars and Eu-
ropeans are from Venus”—that on a very fundamental level, we think so
differently that neither can truly understand the thinking of the other.
There’s some truth to that argument. While the American consciousness
has deep roots in the Old World, the very act of crossing the ocean to re-
cast one’s fate and fortunes in new ways marked a psychological breach as
deep and wide as the waters that separate the two continents.
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Those who came to America were the ones who were forced out of
their countries or who no longer found security in their former relation-
ships. Some were adventurers anxious to escape their confinement. Oth-
ers were poor and destitute, and willing to sacrifice, and even to die, to
find a new, more secure existence. The ones who left were in search of
a new kind of security. They found it on the American frontier. Those
who stayed behind continued to look to tight-knit communities for their
solace.

Today, these very different attitudes about security find their expres-
sion in a hundred and one different ways in the marketplace, the civil so-
ciety, and in the halls of government. Europeans tend to favor social
democracy and a community commitment to redress the plight of the less
fortunate and the poor, whereas Americans preach the virtues of self-
reliance and favor a market approach to bettering the lot of their fellow
human beings. For Europeans, Karl Marx’s words still find resonance:
“From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs.”
Americans prefer to cast their lot with the Scottish economist Adam
Smith, who preached a different kind of catechism. In his celebrated An
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, Smith laid forth
the controversial notion that in a perfectly administered capitalist market
economy, each individual works to pursue his own interest, and it is his
own welfare alone to which he is dedicated. But in the act of securing his
own material well-being, he inadvertently increases the general stock and
improves the well-being of his fellows and the rest of society.

These two very distinctive and contradictory starting points for defin-
ing security lead to two divergent journeys in the age of globalization. The
software and computer revolutions, the World Wide Web, the mobile
communications revolution, the historic shift from a centralized fossil-
fuel-energy era into a decentralized hydrogen-energy future, and the
spread of biotechnologies, and soon nanotechnologies, into every nook
and cranny of human life are all leading to fundamental changes in the
way we human beings conceive of space and time, as well as to a rethink-
ing of the kinds of institutional responses that will be needed to accom-
pany our changing consciousness of the world around us. My hunch is
that the newly emerging European Dream is far better suited to address-
ing the spatial and temporal realities of a globalized world than the older
American Dream.
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Europe’s Obsession with Space and Time

From the great European awakening in the late medieval era till now, suc-
cessive generations have been steadily extending their spatial reach and
quickening the pace, speed, flow, connectivity, and density of human ex-
change. Human activities extended from village to region, then to territo-
rial nation-states, and now to the globe itself. Europe is, today, at the
forefront in the struggle to redefine the human condition and the kind of
world we will need to fashion to accommodate our new global reach.

Europe was also the conceptual meeting ground the last time around,
at the outset of the modern era, when attention turned to the revolution-
ary changes in technology and philosophy that, at the time, were begin-
ning to reshape spatial and temporal consciousness. Understanding how
Europeans of former generations responded to the challenges of an earlier
era, and why they chose the specific philosophical, economic, political,
and social paths they did to make the transition to modernity, provides a
context and a backdrop for understanding the deep changes occurring to-
day as humanity experiments with new spatial and temporal models for
the coming century.

It is the introduction of new technologies that change our conscious-
ness of spatial and temporal relationships. Tools are an extension of our
being. They are a way to amplify our senses so that we can expand our
reach in order to expropriate space, compress time, and secure ourselves.
A gun extends the power of our throwing arm. An automobile is an exten-
sion of our legs. Computers amplify our memories.

Between the late medieval age and the early modern era, a spate of
dramatic new technologies were introduced into Europe that vastly in-
creased human power over space and time.

The introduction of the heavy wheeled plow into Northern Europe
and the substitution of horses for oxen as well as the shift from two-field
to three-field rotation brought much more land under cultivation and in-
creased the yield per acre, doubling food production by the thirteenth and
early fourteenth centuries.4 The food surpluses led to a dramatic growth
in the human population, which, in turn, led to rapid urbanization. Village
hamlets gave way to small towns and then cities. The cities attracted
skilled artisans and merchants and stimulated the beginning of sustained
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domestic commerce and trade, for the first time since the fall of the Ro-
man Empire.5

Thousands of water mills and windmills were built across Europe,
providing a new source of inanimate power for grinding grain, making
beer, sawing wood, producing paper, fulling cloth, and operating the bel-
lows of blast furnaces. By the fourteenth century, Europeans could claim
significant strides in substituting mechanical for human power in most of
the basic industries.6

A German, Johannes Gutenberg, invented the first print press with
movable type in 1436, creating a revolution in communications that
would become the indispensable command-and-control mechanism for
organizing modern commerce and trade and for speeding up transactions
and exchanges.

Keeping track of vastly sped-up commercial transactions taking place
over much longer distances required the kind of record-keeping that would
have simply been impossible in an oral or script culture. Modern book-
keeping, schedules, bills of lading, invoices, checks, and promissory notes,
all so critical to the flow of modern commerce, were products of print tech-
nology. And print made possible the system of uniform pricing, without
which modern notions of market exchange could not have evolved.

Print also changed spatial and temporal relationships in other pro-
found ways. The late Walter J. Ong reminds us that because in oral cul-
tures learning was passed on by word of mouth, storytelling and proverbs
were ways to keep knowledge alive. Skills were passed down between par-
ent and child and between master and apprentice by mouth. Very little
practical knowledge was ever written down. Because communication was
oral, it required close proximity between speakers and listeners. Oral cul-
tures, by their very nature, are more intimate and communal.

Print cultures are very different. The author of an article or book
rarely comes into close physical contact with the reader. Writing and
reading are both carried out in relative privacy. Print breaks down the
communal bond and reinforces the radical new idea of communications
between people separated by great distances.

Printed books also brought the world into every home. It was now
possible to learn about people in far-off lands. The human imagination
was lifted from the parochialism of the immediate environment and al-
lowed to roam the Earth.

The improvements made in the compass and the increasing use of
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maritime charts and maps allowed European explorers and adventurers to
circumnavigate the African continent and cross the Atlantic to America.
The colonization of vast new lands had a dramatic effect on Europeans’
sense of space.7 All of a sudden, the world was a much bigger place. Fill-
ing it became a European obsession. Millions of Europeans migrated to
the far reaches of the Earth in ensuing centuries, spreading their religious,
economic, and political beliefs in the firm conviction that they were bring-
ing the light of civilization to the primitive and backward peoples of the
Earth. In Britain alone, more than a million people sailed to America,
Australia, and New Zealand in just one short twenty-five-year period be-
tween 1815 and 1840.8

The shift in energy regimes from wood to coal and the introduction of
the steam engine in the late eighteenth century greatly accelerated the
pace, flow, and density of economic activity. The industrial revolution
quickly found its legs. After nearly ten thousand years of society relying on
human and animal power and the wind and currents to propel itself, steam
power now afforded a qualitative leap in the harnessing of the Earth’s en-
ergy. The time taken to travel distances was shortened, and human ex-
changes—of both a social and commercial nature—were sped up. Just a
few hundred years ago, the average human being, isolated in rural villages
and small walled towns, might come in contact with no more than a few
hundred people in a lifetime. By 1863, London—the first city since the fall
of Rome to reach a population of more than one million—could boast sev-
eral mail deliveries a day. A letter posted early in the morning to another
London address could not only bring a reply, but do so in time for a further
letter from the first writer to be delivered before the day was out.9

Faster, cheaper, and safer modes of travel—steamships and trains—
broadened people’s spatial horizons more profoundly than in any previous
period in human history. By 1830, an émigré could set sail from Europe
on a steamship to America and pay as little as two pounds for the pas-
sage.10 Journeying over longer distances used to be so dangerous that the
root of the word “travel” is “travail.” By the nineteenth century, travel had
become, of all things, a form of entertainment. An enterprising En-
glishman, Thomas Cook, began ferrying people by train, and later by
ship, to visit places of fascination and interest. He called his adventures
“excursions.”

The reorganization of space and time in the early modern era wreaked
havoc on the institutions of medieval Europe. The Church, the feudal
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economy, and warrior kingdoms proved too provincial and slow to accom-
modate the dramatic spatial and temporal changes that were remaking
European life, and they eventually gave way to three new institutions—
modern science, the market economy, and the nation-state. The new in-
stitutions were far better equipped to organize human life in a radically
different spatial and temporal setting.

Similarly, today, orthodox science is being shaken to its foundations by
new ways of understanding and organizing nature. Likewise, the market
economy is being challenged by a new network model for organizing
commerce and trade. Meanwhile, the nation-state is steadily making room
for regional and global forms of governance that can better assimilate the
new technological realities and changes in human consciousness that
characterize the era of globalization.

To fully grasp the importance of the current experiment unfolding in
Europe, we need to step back and relook at how and why modern science,
the market economy, and the nation-state emerged in Europe in the wake
of the last great transformation of spatial and temporal consciousness. By
doing so, we can begin to appreciate the enormity of the task at hand for
the new Europe as it begins to reinvent itself once again for a new era.

Colonizing Nature

A number of important changes occurred in the way Europeans organized
their relationship to the natural world in the early modern era. Those
changes gave birth to what we know today as modern science.

First, the world of nature was demystified or desacralized, depending
on whether you adhere to the rational or romantic school of thought. The
very idea of nature as a reality unto itself, a primal kingdom, or fallen
Eden, gave way to the more modern utilitarian idea of nature as a store-
house full of raw resources waiting to be made productive by science and
put to use in the marketplace.

The artists of the Renaissance, interestingly enough, became the un-
knowing agents who helped chase God from his earthly kingdom, only to
make room for the new overseers, the men of science. Donatello, Uccello,
and Piero della Francesca had no idea that the radical new invention called
“perspective” would eventually help topple a millennium of church rule.

Our story begins with the great cathedrals of medieval Europe. The
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first thing American tourists notice when visiting Europe’s magnificent
places of worship is that there is no way to get a decent photograph of the
grand edifices from any distance. Most of the major cathedrals of Europe
are ensconced in the center of old cities and surrounded by ring upon ring
of buildings extending outward in concentric circles. There is sometimes
a plaza in front of the main portico, like the ones at the Cathedral of Nôtre
Dame in Paris and the Duomo in Milan. But, for the most part, the cathe-
drals are buried by their human surroundings. They are meant to be a
magnet, drawing everyone from the surroundings to them. They are pur-
posefully in the very center of their communities—a strong reminder that
in days of yore, life was lived in a cocoon of embedded relationships and
the church was the soul of the community.

We Americans are in love with views, especially from commanding
heights. If we can afford it, we’d much prefer to place our home at the very
top of a hill, and at a distance from our nearest neighbors, affording us a
daily reminder of our autonomy. Our sense of exclusivity makes us feel se-
cure and free. But Europe is laid out differently. Everything is nested up
against everything else. The old parts of cities—even the newer sections—
are tightly knit together with little space separating neighbors. Partly, this
is due to the sheer density of population and the unavailability of land. But
mostly, the antecedents stretch back in time to an era where people lived
in walled cities or on feudal estates. Outside the city walls and fiefs was a
world full of uncertainty and risks. In parts of Northern and Central Eu-
rope, until the late medieval era, dense forests lay just beyond the culti-
vated fields and pastures.

The architecture of old Europe reflects the very different way Euro-
peans of an earlier era perceived space and their own security. In the
Middle Ages, one’s sense of security was vertically directed. People looked
to the heavens in hopes of securing their eternal salvation and looked
down to their ancestral grounds beneath them, where security lay in their
honored traditions and community associations. 

In feudal Europe, people belonged to the land and not vice versa. One
was born into a station in life and was expected to fulfill a litany of com-
munal obligations that went hand in hand with one’s inherited status. The
Christian life was caught up in a larger drama. Space was perceived as a
great ladder, a chain of being stretching from the lowliest creatures on
Earth to God on high. Each creature was assigned a rung on the ladder of
life and expected to serve those higher up as well as to provide for those
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below. It was a community where rank and membership were determined
by heredity.

Examine some of the beautiful paintings and tapestries that line the
church walls in Europe, and you notice that all of the living forms—
animals and humans—ascend on a flat plane reaching upward like the
great ladder of life that they are depicting. Absent is any sense of perspec-
tive. It’s not that the artists of the time were incapable of showing per-
spective. Rather, perspective was simply not part of the consciousness of
the period. In a world where security is found in a tightly bound vertical
plane, perspective is rarely considered.

The introduction of perspective in art during the early Renaissance
was a revolution in the human conception of space. For the first time,
“man’s” gaze turned from the heavens above to the “landscape” beyond.
Perspective places the individual, for the first time, at the center of his
world. We see the picture through the eyes of the beholder. It is through
man’s eyes, and not God’s grace, that we view the world beyond. And
everything in the field of view becomes the object of man’s attention. Per-
spective brings human beings into a new spatial realm of subject-object
relationships. It is the beginning point for what the sociologist Max We-
ber would later describe as the “disenchantment of the world.”

The point is, the great cathedrals of Europe were not built with the
idea of being seen from a distance. The very act of “placing them in per-
spective” would be to diminish them and relegate them to a lower status,
making them the object of human interpretation. Rather, the great cathe-
drals were designed with the idea of fixing everyone’s gaze upward from
the moment they walks inside, which is exactly what every visitor still does
when they enter one of these grand temples.

Just imagine the change in consciousness that perspective brought.
For early Christians, the world was thought of as just a temporary stage, a
place to prepare for one’s eternal and everlasting salvation in the world to
come. What counted was the community of believers, huddled together—
as they are depicted in most medieval paintings—and awaiting the tri-
umphant return of Christ the Lord. Perspective reconfigured human
consciousness toward the horizontal world of the here and now and repo-
sitioned each human being to eventually become lord over his or her own
earthly domain.

Perspective migrated from the canvasses of the Renaissance artists to
the writing tables of pre-Enlightenment philosophers, where it became
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the main conceptual tool for remaking the natural world in “man’s image.”
Francis Bacon, the father of modern science, wrote his two most important
works, The Novum Organum and The New Atlantis, in the early seventeenth
century. The idea of perspective figured prominently in his rethinking of
spatial relations and man’s role on Earth.

Bacon was particularly hard on ancient Greek science, with its empha-
sis on pondering the why of things. The Greeks, he wrote, had not “ad-
duced a single experiment which tends to relieve and benefit the condition
of man.”11 Bacon was far less interested in contemplating nature and far
more interested in harnessing it. He preferred the how of things to the
why of things. In his master work, The Novum Organum, he outlines a rad-
ical new schema for organizing the natural world, which he called the sci-
entific method. This new tool borrows critical insights from the artist’s
conception of perspective. His method was based on the notion of sepa-
rating the observer from the observed, creating, in effect, a neutral forum
for the development of what he called “objective knowledge.” The scien-
tific method, like perspective in art, put man at the center of the universe
and transformed everything within his field of vision into an object for hu-
man expropriation. If the artist appropriated a likeness of nature onto the
canvas, the scientist did roughly the same on the laboratory bench. Nature
ceased to be a realm of awe and was reduced instead to resources waiting
to be remade in man’s image. Armed with objective knowledge, Bacon
claimed it would be possible to “enlarge the bounds of human empire to
the affecting of all things possible.”12

Whereas the ancients viewed knowledge as a window to the divine,
Bacon saw it as a way to exercise power over all of nature. By relying on
the scientific method, nature could be “forced out of her natural state and
squeezed and molded.”13 Throughout his writings, Bacon emphasized the
need to mount an all-out assault against nature. With the scientific
method, he boasted that we have “the power to conquer and subdue” na-
ture and “to shake her to her foundations.” The goal of the new science,
said Bacon, was to “establish and extend the power of dominion of the hu-
man race itself over the universe.”14

While Bacon provided a methodology for organizing nature, it was
the great seventeenth-century French philosopher René Descartes who
provided the conceptual format for transforming nature into a resource.
He found what he regarded as the Rosetta stone for deciphering and ma-
nipulating nature’s secrets in the universal laws of mathematics. He wrote,
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As I considered the matter carefully, it gradually came to light that all
those matters only are referred to mathematics in which order and
measurement are investigated, and that it makes no difference
whether it be in numbers, figures, stars, sounds, or any other object
that the question of measurement arises. I saw, consequently, that
there must be some general science to explain that element as a whole,
which gives rise to problems about order and measurement. This, I
perceived, was called universal mathematics. Such a science should
contain the primary rudiments of human reason, and its province
ought to extend to the eliciting of true results in every subject.15

Descartes stripped nature of its subjectivity and aliveness and replaced
it with a rational and calculable domain. “To speak freely, I am convinced
that it [mathematics] is a more powerful instrument of knowledge than
any other that has been bequeathed to us by human agency, as being the
source of all things.”16

The rationalization of nature, in the form of mathematical mea-
surement, brought it a step closer to becoming thought of as a resource.
John Locke, the English political philosopher, turned the final screw with
his view on the worth of nature. For Locke, any question of the intrinsic
value of nature was, to be blunt, bunkum. Locke argued that “land that is
left wholly to nature, is called, as indeed it is, waste.”17 Locke contended
that pristine nature had no other purpose but to be used by human beings
to better their lot. He wrote,

Let anyone consider what the difference is between an acre of land
planted with tobacco or sugar, sown with wheat or barley, and an
acre of the same land lying in common without any husbandry upon
it, and he will find that the improvement of labor makes the far
greater part of the value.18

Locke, ever the pragmatist, believed that “the negation of nature is the
way to happiness.”19 He reasoned that as long as human beings remain
vulnerable to the forces of nature, then security could never be assured.
True security for Locke, and other Enlightenment thinkers, could be
achieved only if “man effectively emancipated [himself] from the bounds
of nature.”20 The key to human liberation was the ever greater expropria-
tion, accumulation, and consumption of nature’s bounty.
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The mathematical rationalization of nature and its conversion to a
storehouse of resources marked a turning point of great import in the pas-
sage from medieval to modern life. It doesn’t mean that medieval man and
woman were unmindful of the need to expropriate nature for their sur-
vival. In Genesis, God instructs Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply
and gives them dominion over everything that lives on Earth. As we’ve al-
ready learned, in the late medieval era, Europeans increasingly turned
their attention to all sorts of new technologies to secure an ever greater
portion of nature’s largesse. Nonetheless, their spatial and temporal refer-
ence was still, for the most part, focused vertically on the passage to salva-
tion in the next world. There was little thought of remaking God’s
kingdom into an earthly cornucopia.

The rethinking of all of nature in mathematical terms had another,
more subtle effect on European society. From the very beginning of hu-
man settlement, space had been synonymous with place. To be somewhere
was to be in a unique place with its own history and story. Spaces were
about places. By reducing everything in the world—and the universe—to
abstract mathematical measurement, Enlightenment philosophers suc-
ceeded in effectively eliminating any sense of lived experience. In the new
scheme of things, all that really mattered was location and movement.
“Give me extension and motion,” Descartes exclaimed, and “I will recon-
struct the Universe.”21

Henceforth, the very idea of place slowly diminished and eventually
virtually disappeared from intellectual discussions, replaced by the notion
of “location,” “site,” and, later, “point.” A place was merely a location or
site, or a point of reference between other locations, sites, and points—all
measurable. Successive generations were being prepared to rationalize na-
ture, even human nature, as well as the institutions that govern human be-
havior and activity. The twentieth-century mathematician-philosopher
Bertrand Russell once remarked that mathematics has “a beauty cold and
austere.”22

Although Descartes was convinced that mathematics was the key to
unlocking the inner workings of the universe, it was the Enlightenment
philosopher, Sir Isaac Newton, who provided the mathematical formula
for reorganizing the natural world.

Newton discovered the mathematical method for describing mechan-
ical motion. He argued that one law could explain why the planets move
the way they do and why an apple falls from the tree in the manner it does.
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Newton argued that “all the phenomena of nature may depend upon cer-
tain forces by which the particles of bodies, by some causes hitherto un-
known, are either mutually impelled toward each other, and cohere in
regular figures, or are repelled and recede from each other.”23 According
to Newton’s three laws: a body at rest remains at rest, and a body in mo-
tion remains in uniform motion in a straight line unless acted upon by an
external force; the acceleration of a body is directly proportional to the ap-
plied force and in the direction of the straight line in which the force acts;
and for every force, there is an equal and opposite force in reaction.24

Newton’s three laws of matter and motion were greeted with enthusiasm
by scholars almost immediately after they were published, and his mathe-
matical model was soon being taught to students across Europe.

In the new world constituted by Newton and his contemporaries, all
of the messy, spontaneous, unpredictable things of life are pushed aside to
make room for the neat, orderly, and calculable new world of “matter and
motion.” In the mathematical universe of the Enlightenment, there was
no room for joy, passion, exuberance, empathy, faith, or sorrow. None of
these qualities can be reduced to quantities and explained by mathemati-
cal formulas. The Enlightenment worldview of empty space and matter
in motion was, in the words of the scientist-philosopher Alfred North
Whitehead, “a dull affair, soundless, scentless, colorless, merely the bump-
ing of material endlessly, meaninglessly.”25

The Enlightenment philosophers’ concept of nature, with its abstract,
rational, mathematical construction, seemed better suited for a world of
machines than of human beings. Not surprising. The scholars of the En-
lightenment fetishized machine metaphors in their explanations of the
workings of nature. Indeed, Enlightenment philosophers were so caught
up with the new Promethean power unleashed by machines that they be-
gan to construct a cosmology that, in its every detail, bears a striking re-
semblance to the workings of early modern technology. Descartes, and
later Newton, had envisioned all of nature as a giant machine, run by well-
ordered mechanical principles. God the benevolent and caring shepherd
of Christendom was replaced with God the remote technician who cre-
ated and set in motion a self-regulating machinelike universe that was or-
derly, predictable, and autonomous.

Enlightenment thinkers soon extended Descartes’s mechanistic world-
view to the economy, providing a philosophical rationale for the commer-
cial exploitation of man himself. Borrowing from the Cartesian metaphor,
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Adam Smith argued that an invisible hand ruled over the marketplace, as-
suring the proper functioning of economic life. This invisible hand was
likened to the mechanical pendulum of a clock, meticulously regulating
supply and demand, labor, energy, and capital, automatically assuring the
proper balance between production and consumption of the Earth’s re-
sources. If left unencumbered by outside interference or regulation, the
invisible hand of capitalism would run like a perpetual-motion machine,
securing each individual’s autonomy within an autonomous, self-regulating
economy. Even today, economists continue to view the economic process
in Cartesian terms when they speak of the “market mechanism.”

In the new scheme of things, then, the invisible hand becomes the
overseer and the marketplace the battleground in man’s war against nature
and his fellow human beings. Detached, impartial, automatic, and au-
tonomous, the new god governing the marketplace understands only the
language of numbers. In its domain, all phenomena are reduced to com-
modity values: cost per unit, price per pound, dollar per hour, wages per
week, rents per month, profits per quarter, and interest compounded
semiannually.

Desacralizing Time

The makeover of space, from a sacred realm to a utilitarian plane, and
from God’s creation to a reservoir of resources, was accompanied by a
similar desacralization of time. In the course of just a few short centuries,
time was made over to conform with the same scientific criteria used to
expropriate space. The medieval sense of time, with its emphasis on the
changing cycles and seasons of nature, the unhurried rhythms of daily
rounds, and the long periods of prayer time in preparation for eternal sal-
vation, was transformed into a thoroughly modern and scientific tableau,
based on objectivity, rationality, mathematical calculation, detachment,
and appropriation. Time was denatured and scientized.

The great struggle over the meaning and nature of time began, inter-
estingly enough, with an epic battle between the Church and an incipient
merchant class at the end of the medieval era and the beginning of the
early modern era. The dispute was over the question of usury. At stake
were two different notions of security, one sacred and centered on eternal
salvation, the other profane and directed toward a material cornucopia.
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The Church prohibited usury. In Matthew 6:24, it is written: “No one can
serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he
will be devoted to the one and despise the other. We cannot serve God and
Money.”

Usury was a rare event in the early Middle Ages, as most of Europe
was still a subsistence-based economy relying on barter as the dominant
form of trade and exchange. As population, cities, and trade began to ex-
pand in the twelfth century, money became more important in regulating
economic transactions and exchanges. A new class of merchants and
bankers began to lend money at interest, reaping tremendous profits in
the process.

The Church argued that usury was a mortal sin punishable by eternal
damnation. In support of this contention, it cited chapter and verse from
both testaments. In Exodus 22:25, God warns his chosen people: “If you
lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not be like
a moneylender; charge him no interest.”

The Vatican made it clear that it was not opposed to the “just” price
but considered usury an improper gain and, therefore, theft. According to
St. Thomas Aquinas:

Money was invented chiefly for exchange to be made. So the prime
and proper use of money is its use in disbursement in the way of or-
dinary transactions. It follows that it is, in principle, wrong to charge
for money lent, which is what usury consists of.26

At the heart of the controversy over usury, or profit, was the question
of use of time. The merchants argued that “time is money.”27 For mer-
chants, time was critical. Their success depended on their ability to use
time to their advantage; knowing when the best time was to buy cheap and
sell dear and how long inventory should be allowed to stay on hand; de-
termining the time it would take for goods to arrive, or how long it would
take to ship them to their destination; anticipating changes in exchange
rates, the rise and fall of prices, changes in labor availability over time, and
the time necessary to make a product. The merchant who garnered the
most knowledge of how to predict, use, and manipulate these various time
frames commanded the best prices and made the most profit.

The Church contended that time belonged exclusively to God, who
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dispenses it freely in his temporal kingdom. Time is a gift God grants so
that human beings may use it to prepare for their future salvation. By
usurping time, the merchants, bankers, landlords, and entrepreneurs were
usurping God’s authority. Summing up the official position of the Vatican,
Thomas Chobham argued that in charging interest, “the usurer sells
nothing to the borrower that belongs to him. He sells only time which be-
longs to God. He can therefore not make a profit from selling someone
else’s property.”28

If, however, time was reducible to a commodity that could be bought
and sold, then the more profit one could amass, the more time one could
buy for oneself. By charging greater interest and reaping greater profits,
one could buy other people’s time as well, thus adding to the amount of
time available.

How, then, did human beings ensure their perpetuation and survival?
By faith in God or by the accumulation of money? Medieval historian
Jacques Le Goff sums up the significance of the great battle to define hu-
manity’s future: “The conflict, then, between the Church’s time and the
merchant’s time takes its place as one of the major events in the mental
history of these centuries.”29

The Church eventually capitulated over the question of time, and the
merchant’s victory cleared the way for the birth of a money economy.
“Market price” was substituted for “fair price,” and the ground was laid
for the ascendance of market capitalism and the slow, steady decline of ec-
clesiastical power in Europe.

The conception of time changed in another profound way in the pe-
riod that separated the late medieval era from the early modern. The in-
vention of the schedule and the mechanical clock in the thirteenth century
by the Benedictine monks radically altered human beings’ conception of
time, providing still another critical development on the road to a market
economy and nation-state governance.

For much of recorded history, the calendar ruled over human affairs.
It served as the primary instrument of social control, regulating the dura-
tion, sequence, rhythm, and tempo of life and coordinating and synchro-
nizing the shared group activities of the culture. The calendar is past-
oriented. Its legitimacy rests on commemoration. Calendar cultures com-
memorate archetypical myths, ancient legends, historical events, the
heroic deeds of gods, the lives of great historical figures, and the cyclical
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fluctuations of astronomical and environmental phenomena. In calendar
cultures, the future takes its meaning from the past. Humanity organizes
the future by continually resurrecting and honoring its past experiences.

The calendar continues to play an important role in contemporary
culture. Its political significance has been greatly reduced, however, with
the introduction of the schedule. The schedule exerts far greater control
over time allocation than the calendar. While the calendar regulates
macro time—events spread out over the year—the schedule regulates mi-
cro time—events spread out over the seconds, minutes, and hours of the
day. The schedule looks to the future, not the past, for its legitimacy. In
scheduling cultures, the future is severed from the past and made a sepa-
rate and independent temporal domain. Scheduling cultures do not com-
memorate; they plan. They are not interested in resurrecting the past but
in manipulating the future. In the new time frame, the past is merely a
prologue to the future. What counts is not what was done yesterday, but
what can be accomplished tomorrow.

The calendar and the schedule differ in still another important way.
While modern calendars have become increasingly secularized, through-
out most of history their social content was inseparably linked to their
spiritual content. In traditional calendrical cultures, the important times
are sacred times and are observed through the commemoration of special
holy days. The schedule, in contrast, is associated with productivity. Sa-
cred values and spiritual concerns play little or no role in the formulation
of schedules. Time, in the new scheme of things, is an instrument to se-
cure output. Time is stripped of any remaining sacred content and trans-
formed into pure utility.

George Woodcock has observed, “It is a frequent circumstance of his-
tory that a culture or civilization develops the device that will later be used
for its destruction.”30 The schedule, more than any other single force, is
responsible for undermining the idea of spiritual or sacred time and intro-
ducing the notion of secular time. Needless to say, the Benedictine monks
never for a moment intended the invention of the schedule to be used for
any purpose other than to better arrange one’s time on Earth in prepara-
tion for eternal deliverance. Little did they suspect that it would become
the primary tool of modern commerce.

The Benedictine order was founded in the sixth century. It differed, in
one important respect, from other Church orders. St. Benedict empha-
sized activity at all times. His cardinal rule, “Idleness is the enemy of the
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soul,” became the watchword of the order.31 The Benedictines engaged in
continuous activity, both as a form of penitence and a means of secur-
ing their eternal salvation. St. Benedict warned the members of his order
that “if we could escape the pains of hell and reach eternal life, then must
we—whilst there is still time—hasten to do now what may profit us for
eternity.”32

Like the merchant class that would follow in their shadow, the Bene-
dictines viewed time as a scarce resource. But for them, time was of the
essence because it belonged to God, and because it was his, they believed
they had a sacred duty to utilize it to the fullest in order to serve his glory.
Toward this end, the Benedictines organized every moment of the day
into formal activity. There was an appointed time to pray, to eat, to bathe,
to labor, to read, to reflect, and to sleep. To ensure regularity and group
cohesiveness, the Benedictines re-introduced the Roman idea of the hour,
a temporal concept little used in the rest of medieval society. Every activ-
ity was assigned to an appropriate hour during the day. Consider the fol-
lowing set of instructions from the Rule of St. Benedict:

The brethren . . . must be occupied at stated hours in manual labor,
and again at other hours in sacred reading. To this end we think that
the times for each day may be determined in the following man-
ner. . . . The brethren shall start work in the morning and from the
first hour until almost the fourth do the tasks that have to be done.
From the fourth hour until the sixth let them apply themselves to
reading. After the sixth hour, having left the table, let them rest on
their beds in perfect silence.33

To make sure that everyone began each activity together at the pre-
scribed moment, the Benedictines introduced bells. Bells pealed, jangled,
and tinkled throughout the day, hurrying the monks along to their ap-
pointed rounds. The most important bells were those that announced the
eight canonical hours when the monks celebrated the Divine Offices.

The Benedictines ordered the weeks, and the seasons, with the same
temporal regularity as they did the day. Even such mundane activities as
head-shaving, bloodletting, and mattress-refilling took place at fixed times
during the course of the year.34

The Benedictines introduced more than a new temporal orientation
when they introduced the “schedule.” Eviatar Zerubavel wisely observes
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that, in appointing prescribed hours for specific activities and in demand-
ing rigid obedience to the performance of these activities at the appropri-
ate time, the Benedictines “helped to give the human enterprise the
regular collective beat and rhythms of the machine.”35 Political scientist
Reinhard Bendix has described the Benedictine monk as “the first profes-
sional of Western Civilization.”36

To secure proper compliance with the prescribed schedule, the Bene-
dictines developed a tool that could provide them with greater accuracy
and precision of time measurement than could be obtained by reliance on
bells and bell ringers. They invented the mechanical clock. Lewis Mum-
ford once remarked that “the clock, not the steam engine, is the key ma-
chine of the Modern Age.”37 The first automated machine in history ran
by a device called an escapement, a mechanism that “regularly interrupted
the force of a falling weight,” controlling the release of energy and the
movement of the gears.38

At first, this new invention was used exclusively by the Benedictines as
a means of assuring greater conformity with the daily schedule of duties.
The clock allowed the clergy to standardize the length of hours. By estab-
lishing a uniform unit of duration, the monks were able to schedule the se-
quence of activities with greater accuracy and synchronize group efforts
with greater reliability.

It was not long, however, before word of the new marvel began to
spread. By the late fifteenth century, the mechanical clock had stolen its
way out of the cloisters and had become a regular feature of the new ur-
ban landscape. Giant clocks became the centerpiece of city life. Erected in
the middle of the town square, they soon replaced the church bell as the
rallying point and reference point for coordinating the complex interac-
tions of urban existence.

Just a century earlier, the grandeur of the Gothic cathedral had
marked the status of a community, but now, the erection of the town clock
became the symbol of city pride. In 1481, the residents of Lyons peti-
tioned the city magistrate for a town clock, justifying the expenditure of
city funds on the grounds that “more people would come to the fairs, the
citizens would be very contented, cheerful and happy, and would live a
more orderly life.”39

The first clocks had no dials. They merely sounded a bell on the hour.
Indeed, the term “clock” comes from the Middle Dutch word clocke, which
means “bell.” By the sixteenth century, clocks were chiming on the quarter
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hour, and some were being constructed with dials to demarcate the passing
of each hour. In the mid-1600s, the pendulum was invented, providing a
much more exacting and reliable timing mechanism. Shortly thereafter,
the minute hand was introduced. The second hand did not make its debut
until the early 1700s, when it was first used by astronomers, navigators, and
doctors to record more accurate measurements.

The idea of organizing time into standardized units of hours, minutes,
and seconds would have seemed strange, even macabre, to a peasant serf
of medieval times. A day then was roughly divided into three sectors: sun-
rise, high noon, and sunset. The only other reminders, says Lawrence
Wright, were “the seeding and harvest bell that called them to work, the
sermon bell and the curfew bell.”40 Occasionally, one might hear the
sound of the “gleaning bell, the oven bell when the manor oven was fired
to bake the bread, the market bell, and the bells that summoned them to
feast, fire, or funeral.”41 Even in these instances, time was not something
fixed in advance and divorced from external events. Medieval time was still
sporadic, leisurely, unpredictable, and, above all, tied to experiences rather
than abstract numbers.

“By its essential nature,” observes Lewis Mumford, the clock “dissoci-
ated time from human events.”42 It is also true, as historian David Landes,
of Harvard University, suggests, that the clock dissociated “human events
from Nature.”43 Time, which had always been measured in relation to bi-
otic and physical phenomena, to the rising and setting sun and the chang-
ing seasons, was henceforth a function of pure mechanism. The new time
substituted quantity for quality and automatism for the rhythmic pulse of
the natural world.

The emerging bourgeois class of merchants embraced the mechanical
clock with a vengeance. It quickly became apparent that the increasingly
complex activities of urban and commercial life required a method of reg-
ulation and synchronization that only the clock could provide.

The clock found its first use in the textile industry. While textile pro-
duction predated the rest of the industrial revolution by two centuries, it
embodied many of the essential attributes that were to characterize the
coming age. To begin with, textile manufacturing required a large, cen-
tralized workforce. It also required the use of complex machinery and
great amounts of energy. The new urban proletariat congregated each
morning in the dye shops and fulling mills, “where the high consumption
of energy for heating the vats and driving the hammers encouraged con-
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centration in large units.”44 This type of complex, highly centralized,
energy-consuming production technology made it necessary to establish
and maintain fixed hours for the beginning and end of the workday.

Work bells, and later the work clock, became the instrument of the
merchants and factory owners to control the work time of their laborers.
Historian Jacques Le Goff remarks that here was the introduction of a
radical new tool to assert power and control over the masses. He writes,
“The communal clock was an instrument of economic, social, and politi-
cal domination wielded by the merchants who ran the commune.”45

Whereas in the craft trades and in farming, the workers had set the
pace of activity, in the new factory system, the machinery dictated the
tempo. That tempo was incessant, unrelenting, and exacting. The indus-
trial production mode was, above all else, methodical. Its rhythm mir-
rored the rhythm of the clock. The new worker was expected to surrender
his time completely to the new factory rhythm. He was to show up on
time, work at the pace the machine set, and then leave at the appointed
time. Subjective time considerations had no place inside the factory.
There, objective time—machine time—ruled supreme.

It was not only in the factory that the clock played an important new
role. The bourgeois class found use for it in virtually every aspect of its
daily life. This was a new form of temporal regimentation, more exacting
and demanding than any other ever conceived. The bourgeoisie intro-
duced the clock into their homes, schools, clubs, and offices. No corner of
the culture was spared the reach of this remarkable new socializing tool.
Lewis Mumford took stock of this transformation in time consciousness
and concluded that

the new bourgeoisie, in counting house and shop, reduced life to a
careful, uninterrupted routine: so long for business; so long for din-
ner; so long for pleasure—all carefully measured out. . . . Timed pay-
ments; timed contracts; timed work; timed meals; from this time on
nothing was quite free from the stamp of the calendar or the clock.46

To become “regular as clockwork” became the highest values of the
new industrial age.47 Without the clock, industrial life would not have
been possible. The clock conditioned the human mind to perceive time as
external, autonomous, continuous, exacting, quantitative, and divisible. In
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so doing, it prepared the way for a production mode that operated by the
same set of temporal standards.

The metamorphosis of nature from God’s creation to man’s resources,
the change in the usury laws, the shift from fair price to market price along
with the birth of the money economy, and the introduction of the schedule
and clock all profoundly transformed Europeans’ sense of space and time.

The American Contribution
to Space and Time

The new concepts of space and time migrated to America with the early
settlers. But, in the New World, the Enlightenment schema took on a
somewhat different persona, one more suited to America’s frontier spirit.
Americans introduced a new tool to harness space and time. Although the
idea of efficiency is age old, its modern guise was developed in America in
the nineteenth century and soon spread to the rest of the world, changing
the way human beings organize the details of daily life. While human be-
ings have used tools for thousands of years, the shift to coal and steam
power in the nineteenth century afforded enormous new opportunities
to manipulate space and duration. As we mentioned briefly at the begin-
ning of the chapter, for the first time, human beings could break through
the upper limits imposed by the rhythms of nature and begin to turn
space and time into an ever quickening productive force for material ad-
vancement.

Even though Europeans—especially the English and Germans—were
quick to use the new steam-driven technologies, it was the Americans who
created the intellectual and conceptual mechanism for aligning human
performance with the rhythm of the new machines. Efficiency was trans-
formed by American engineers into a set of methodological practices that,
in turn, became an all-encompassing tool for organizing space and time.
And, it is the modern notion of efficiency that has done more than any-
thing else to shape the contemporary American character and provide the
juice to propel the American Dream.

Efficiency meant something quite different in the early eighteenth
century. In Samuel Johnson’s dictionary of the English language, pub-
lished in 1755, efficiency still had a theological frame of reference. God is
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defined as the most efficient first cause. In the biblical account of creation,
God commands the heavens and Earth into existence—the perfectly effi-
cient act.

Efficiency metamorphosed into its current form in the late nineteenth
century. Scientists and engineers were working in the new field of ther-
modynamics, measuring energy inputs and outputs and entropy in ma-
chines. In the process, they redefined efficiency, transforming it into a
purely machine value. Henceforth, efficiency was to be regarded as the
maximum output that can be produced in the minimum time, with the
minimum input of labor, energy, and capital. The new definition of effi-
ciency migrated quickly from the machine bench to the factory floor, front
office, the home, and personal life, to become the measure of human per-
formance and the criteria for determining the value of human activity.
More than that, efficiency became the indispensable tool for assuring per-
sonal success and the realization of the American Dream. He who is the
most efficient, and therefore most productive, goes the reasoning, is the
most likely to rise to the top—to make something out of himself. While
the new interest in efficiency found its way back to Europe and eventually
to Asia, it was taken up more selectively in the work arena, whereas in
America it became an all-embracing behavioral norm, conditioning virtu-
ally every aspect of life.

Americans are in love with efficiency. It has become our defining at-
tribute and is engrained in our very being as a people. To understand how
we came to transform a machine time value into a human behavioral
norm, we need to go back to America’s Calvinist roots and to our deeply
held belief of being a chosen people.

Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries had
argued that being self-sacrificing and industrious was a sign that one had
been elected for salvation. John Calvin, the French Reformation theolo-
gian, denounced the Church doctrine of salvation through good works,
confession, and absolution. God can’t be lobbied for a place in heaven,
said Calvin. The Reformers believed that every human being is elected or
damned at birth and that doing good works could not change one’s fate.
The lingering question, however, for every Christian, was how to know
whether, in fact, one had been saved by God’s grace. While no one can
ever really know, Calvin argued that those who have been saved will fulfill
all of God’s commandments with zeal, not because it will secure their sal-
vation but rather simply because God wills it. Moreover, everyone has an
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obligation to believe they have been chosen and to act accordingly. Con-
stant performance serves as a kind of partial proof, or at least a sign, one
can look to for hope that he or she has been saved.

Calvin demanded even more from the faithful. He claimed that it
wasn’t enough just to continue to do whatever one did in the world the
best way one knew—that was Martin Luther’s concept of calling. Calvin
argued that each person is called upon to constantly improve his or her lot
in life by increasing their productivity and, in the process, elevating his or
her station, if they were to serve the glory of God.

In Calvin’s doctrine, each individual was forced to live from moment
to moment, continually reassuring himself against his own gnawing doubt,
by constantly performing God’s will. Even a momentary lapse from a to-
tal earthly ascetic commitment could undermine one’s personal belief and
confidence that he or she is one of the elect.

John Winthrop and the Puritans, and the other Protestant sects that
followed on their heels to America, were, in many ways, the most faithful
adherents to the Reformation theology. Long after the religious fervor
ebbed in Europe, its flame was kept alive in the American colonies by
waves of religious asylum seekers anxious to maintain the purity of their
beliefs.

Here, the religious zealots faced the sober reality of a wild, untamed
continent where physical survival was at least as important as eternal sal-
vation. By combining Calvin’s doctrine of relentless productivity with the
Enlightenment emphasis on rational behavior, technological prowess, and
pragmatic utilitarianism, they were able to eke out an existence and live
out their beliefs at the same time.

The new notion of efficiency was ideally suited to the unique Ameri-
can temperament, with its emphasis on Reformation theology and En-
lightenment science. Efficiency is a rational, technologically mediated
way to continually improve one’s productivity. The more efficient one be-
comes, the more sure one is that he or she is improving his or her lot, all
to the glory of God. Being ever more efficient, in turn, becomes a way of
convincing oneself that one has been elected to salvation.

Even after the concept of election fell from favor in the Protestant
churches by the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the notion of
being ever more efficient and thus more productive had a Salvationist
quality to it that was absent when modern efficiency standards were taken
up in Europe and elsewhere. We Americans still tend to equate efficiency
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with good moral values and are often judgmental toward people who are
grossly inefficient. Their behavior is seen as slothful—sloth is one of the
seven deadly sins. That Salvationist ring is what made Americans not only
the first and most willing converts to the modern idea of efficiency but
also its greatest champions in the twentieth century.

Europeans often wonder why Americans live to work rather than work
to live. The answer lies in our deep metaphysical attachment to efficiency.
Being more efficient is being more God-like. God, recall, is the most effi-
cient of all actors. He spoke the world into existence without expending
any time, labor, energy, or capital. He created the heavens and Earth de
novo. To the extent that human beings can increase production—and cre-
ate our own earthly Eden—with the exertion of less and less time, labor,
energy, and capital, we edge close to the awesome powers of God himself.

With efficiency as the new guide, Americans set out to recondition
space and time with an almost evangelical fervor. An American, Frederick
W. Taylor, is widely regarded as the father of modern efficiency practices.
His principles of “scientific management” were taken up by American in-
dustry in the early twentieth century and shortly thereafter by the rest of
society and became the foundation for an efficiency ethos that would
eventually change the whole world.

If the town clock was the signature of Europe’s transition into a new
time era, the stopwatch became the American moniker. Using a stop-
watch, Taylor divided workers’ tasks into small operational components
and then measured each activity to ascertain the best time under optimal
performance conditions. By studying the minutest details of a worker’s
movements, Taylor could make recommendations on improving his or
her performance to reap ever greater efficiency. Often, time savings would
be measured in fractions of a second.

Taylor reduced human behavior to that of a machine and judged per-
formance by the same criteria—that is, how well each worker maximized
output in the minimum time, with the minimum input of labor, energy,
and capital. Man and machine, for all intents and purposes, became one.
By the twentieth century, Americans had so assimilated the new machine
value into their lives that they began to describe their own behavior and
well-being in machine terms. People were said to be “geared up” or
“revved up” when motivated and “stressed,” “overloaded,” and “burned
out” when depleted. We “tune in” to things of interest and “turn off” to
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things that repel us. Being “connected” or “disconnected” has become a
surrogate for engaged or detached.

Soon, efficiency experts were fanning out across America, introducing
the newest efficiency methods to the factory floor, front office, and retail
establishments. The efficiency craze quickly spilled over into the wider
society, where the new value became the litmus test for progress in all ar-
eas of life. Progressives brought efficiency into the political arena and be-
gan to call for the depoliticization of government and the establishment of
scientific management principles in all government agencies and pro-
grams. (We will touch on this in more detail in chapter 10.)

The efficiency crusade even reached down into the homes and
schools. In 1912, Christine Frederick wrote an article in the influential
Ladies’ Home Journal entitled “The New Housekeeping,” urging the na-
tion’s housewives to adopt more efficient methods for running the house-
hold. She confessed to her readers that she had been needlessly wasting
precious time because of inefficient homemaking practices. She wrote,
“For years, I never realized that I actually made eighty wrong motions in
the washing alone, not counting others in the sorting, wiping and laying
away.”48 Frederick asked her readers, “Do we not waste time by working
in poorly arranged kitchens? . . . Could not the housework train be dis-
patched from station to station, from task to task?”49

The American educational system was made over by the efficiency
movement. The nation’s school administrators, principals, and teachers,
not to mention students, were criticized for being inefficient and wasteful.
The Saturday Evening Post charged that “there is inefficiency in the busi-
ness management of many schools, such as would not be tolerated in the
world of offices and shops.”50 In 1912, at the annual meeting of the na-
tion’s school superintendents, the delegates were forewarned that “the call
for efficiency is felt everywhere throughout the length and breadth of the
land, and the demand is becoming more insistent every day.” They were
told, in no uncertain terms, that “the schools as well as other business in-
stitutions must submit to the test of efficiency.”51

Behavior, post-Taylor, became focused almost exclusively on being ef-
ficient every waking moment of the day. Efficiency became the ultimate
tool for exploiting both the Earth’s resources and human resources in or-
der to advance material wealth and economic progress. Everything in the
world became reduced to factors of production to speed output. Succes-
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sive generations of Americans would come to subject virtually all aspects
of human activity to rigorous efficiency standards, reconditioning them-
selves to behave exactly like machines. The machine was no longer viewed
simply as metaphor as it was for Descartes, Newton, Smith, and many of
the early modern philosophers. Efficiency experts and, later, human re-
source managers and management consultants transformed everything in
their path to machine criteria. By doing so, Americans went far beyond
the mechanistic and instrumental values of the European Enlightenment
to become the most thoroughly “modern” people on the face of the Earth.

The efficiency juggernaut so captured the imagination of the Ameri-
can public that some social critics felt compelled to deliver a few well-
placed barbs. H. L. Mencken mused that the whole country was suddenly
becoming engineers. The mattress manufacturers were becoming “sleep
engineers,” beauticians had reinvented themselves as “appearance engi-
neers,” and garbage men were now referred to as “sanitation engineers.”52

Not surprisingly, the engineer became the new savior who would lead
Americans to the promised land. Author Cecelia Tichi writes, “The engi-
neer renewed the spiritual mission embedded for over two and a half cen-
turies in the national experience. He promised, so it seemed, to lead
industrial America directly into the millennium.”53 In 1922, a national
survey of six thousand high school seniors reported that nearly one out of
every three boys chose engineering as the profession they would most like
to enter.54

Taylor, and others that followed, brought the efficiency movement
over to Europe, where it played moderately well among businesspeople.
But it enjoyed a less enthusiastic reception in other quarters of society.
Europeans were willing to use the principles of scientific management in
the factory and front office to increase productivity, although even there it
was greeted with suspicion, especially in family-run business concerns,
which still dominated Europe. There, the old-fashioned management
practices, which combined benign paternalism, deference to craft tradi-
tion, and class antagonism, acted as an anchor to the unbridled enthusiasm
that accompanied Taylorism in America. Europeans were even less willing
to drag efficiency into the personal, social, and cultural spheres. This
again gets to a central difference in the way Europeans approached the
manipulation of space and time in the modern era, versus Americans.

If Europeans were more attracted to the town clock, perhaps it’s be-
cause they viewed it as a means of synchronizing relationships between
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people. It was a way to orchestrate the collective behavior of the commu-
nity. If Americans were more drawn to the stopwatch, it’s because being
constantly productive is afforded such high esteem. That isn’t to say that
efficiency hasn’t been important in Europe. It has been and still is. Yet,
while efficiency tends to define American behavior, in Europe, it is con-
sidered an important adjunct but not a prime characteristic of human mo-
tivation. Europeans have a bit of an aversion to employing efficiency in
their personal lives because, at its core, efficiency is an instrumental value.
All activities, machine and human alike, become factors to maximize out-
put. Human beings cease to be considered an end, and instead become a
means to facilitate production.

Europeans are likely to ask, Would one ever treat someone one really
cared for efficiently? Would we say to a loved one, I’m going to show my
love by maximizing my output, in the minimum time with the minimum
expenditure of labor, energy, and capital? While Americans might say they
find such a thought abhorrent, in practice, the concept of “quality time”—
the idea of allocating a small, pre-planned segment of time during the day
to have a meaningful encounter with one’s child—has seeped into the pub-
lic psyche and become the operational guideline for overly busy parents
attending to their children. Among European parents, there is no equiva-
lent to quality time.

Europeans tend to be less expedient and driven in their personal rela-
tionships than Americans. They ask, Can one be empathetic or caring in
an efficient way? Can one find joy or experience revelation or happiness in
an efficient manner?

Americans are more likely to use space and time in a more purposeful
manner. We are less laid-back, on the whole, than our European friends.
Words like “meander,” “muse,” and “ponder” are highly regarded in Eu-
rope, much less so in America. Americans are happiest being constantly
productive. For us, idleness still conjures up a lax morality. Europeans, on
the other hand, covet idleness. They take the time to smell the roses. To
really enjoy life, my European friends say to me, one must be willing to
surrender to the moment and wait to see what might come one’s way.
Americans are less willing to surrender their fortunes and happiness to
fate. Most Americans believe that happiness isn’t something that comes to
us, but something we must continually work toward. Europeans I know
simply don’t think and feel the same way.

It all gets back to a basic difference in the American and European
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dreams. We strive for happiness by doing. Europeans strive for happiness
by being. For us, happiness is bound up in personal accomplishments, not
the least being our individual material success. For Europeans, happiness
is bound up in the strength of their relationships and the bonds of their
community. Close relationships and the deep feeling of solidarity, my Eu-
ropean friends remind me, take time to nourish. They can’t be subject to
the dictates of the clock or the requisites of efficiency.

Americans often lament that we are unable to enjoy a quality of life
like our European peers. We never will, as long as efficiency remains our
most important tool for organizing spatial and temporal relationships. If
the promised land is, in fact, a good quality of life, one can’t get there if a
stopwatch is the only guide.
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5
Creating the
Individual

MANY AMERICANS BELIEVE that the archetype of the
strong, autonomous, self-reliant individual is an American
creation. We pride ourselves on not being beholden to others

and on being willing to take considerable personal risks to get what we
want in the world. It’s all bound up with our sense of “rugged individ-
ualism.” For the most part, our self-perception is warranted. In an eye-
opening study on entrepreneurial values, conducted in 2003, the European
Commission found that while two out of every three Americans preferred
to be self-employed, half of all EU citizens preferred to work as an em-
ployee for someone else. Even more interesting is how Americans handle
personal risk, versus Europeans. While two out of three Americans say
they would start a business even if there was a risk it may fail, nearly one
in two Europeans say they would not take the risk, if the business might
fail.1 When Americans, and for that matter, the rest of the world, think of
what it means to be an American, the go-it-alone, risk-taking spirit is
likely to be the first thing that comes to mind.

Despite the fact that “the individual” is more honored in American so-
ciety than in any other part of the world, it didn’t take root here first. The
modern individual is a European transplant whose beginnings date back
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to the waning years of the medieval age. Spatial and temporal changes, at
the time, were effecting deep changes in the day-to-day behavior of Euro-
pean people. A new European man and woman were being born—one less
religious and more scientific in outlook. By the nineteenth century, the
emerging bourgeois class had all but shed the medieval frame of mind and
was thinking and acting in a thoroughly modern way. The radical new idea
of the rational “individual” took shape slowly over a period of several hun-
dred years and paralleled the deep changes in the worlds of philosophy,
science, commerce, and politics.

The idea of the self was so revolutionary that, for a long time, there
were insufficient metaphors to even explain its meaning. In previous
times, people had some sense of their own individuality. Still, lives had
been lived, for the most part, publicly and communally. In the medieval
era, it was unusual to see a person strolling along outside city walls or on
a country lane. Historian Georges Duby says that “in the medieval era,
solitary wandering was a symptom of insanity. No one would run such a
risk who was not deviant or mad.”2

Life had always been lived in close quarters; understandably so, since
beyond the walls, fields, and pastures lay thick and impenetrable forests,
wild animals in search of prey, and outlaws. Clustering was a survival strat-
egy whose worth had proven itself time and again. By the nineteenth cen-
tury, the forests had all been cleared, the wild tamed, and the bandits held
at bay. People could now gaze out to the farthest point on the horizon, and
what they saw was a world of new possibilities waiting to be exploited.
More important, each person approached what Shakespeare called, in The
Tempest, “this brave new world” alone, his only support being the property
he had in his own labor and his worldly belongings.

Contrast the life of a medieval man and woman with their modern
heirs. In less than fifteen generations, earth-shattering changes had taken
place. Spiritual values had been largely replaced by material values. The-
ology gave way to ideology, and faith was dethroned and replaced by rea-
son. Salvation became less important than progress. Tasks and daily
rounds were replaced by jobs, and generativity became less important than
productivity. Place was downgraded to location. Cyclical time, kept track
of by the changing seasons, was marginalized, and linear time measured in
hours, minutes, and seconds marked off lived experience. Personal rela-
tionships were no longer bound by fealty, but rather by contracts. Good
works metamorphosed into the work ethic. The sacred lost ground to the
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utilitarian. Mythology was reduced to entertainment, while historical con-
sciousness gained sway. Market price replaced just price. Deliverance be-
came less important than destiny. Wisdom was narrowed to knowledge.
And love of Christ was challenged by love of self. Caste was eclipsed by
class, revelation by discovery, and prophesy by the scientific method. And
everywhere, people became less servile and more industrious. Europeans
remade themselves. In the new Europe, and even more so in the young
America, possessing, not belonging, dictated the terms of human inter-
course. These were heady changes.

The wrenching away of the person from the collective and the cre-
ation of the new self-consciousness came about in some very ordinary,
almost banal ways. While Descartes, Newton, and Locke were busy phi-
losophizing about the metaphysics of the new rational world being read-
ied, a much more down-to-earth change in the habits and behavior of
everyday people was taking place—one that would prepare successive gen-
erations of Europeans to think and act objectively, self-consciously, and
autonomously.

Recall the emphasis Enlightenment philosophers put on detaching
“man” from nature and transforming reality into a field of objects to be
harnessed, exploited, and made into property. Nature, in the Enlighten-
ment scheme, was wild and dangerous, a primal and often evil force that
needed to be tamed, domesticated, made productive, and put to the ser-
vice of man. In many ways, the taming of nature began with the taming of
“man” himself. Separating human beings from nature required that they
first be separated from their own animal instincts. People, too, had to be
made over to make them more rational, calculating, and detached. Creat-
ing the self-aware autonomous individual proved to be a challenging task.

Civilizing Human Nature

Today, we think of people as being progressive or conservative. Just a few
generations ago, we would have characterized people as modern or old-
fashioned. In the late medieval and early modern era, a different kind of
categorization was used to differentiate the generations. People were ei-
ther brutish or civilized. Brutish behavior was associated with a depraved
nature. To be brutish was to be animal-like, and animal-like behavior was
increasingly described as slothful, lustful, menacing, and soulless.
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We have to remember that life in the medieval age was still lived
among the animals—domesticated and wild—and close to the soil. Most
peasant farmers lived in traditional “long-houses,” which combined both
house and stable. Farmers and their cattle entered the house from the
same entrance and were separated inside only by a lone wall.3

The flowering of urban life in the fifteenth century drew distance, for
the first time, between city people and their rural surrounds and soon
elicited disgust over the close relationship that rural kin still enjoyed with
animals and nature. By the late Elizabethan era, the English had banished
animals from the house altogether, sequestering them in stables and barns.
The English were said to have “despised” the Irish, Welsh, and Scots be-
cause they still slept under a common roof with their animals.4

The emerging burgher class—which later became the bourgeoisie of
the modern era—condemned what it regarded as bestial and brutish be-
havior that made its fellow human beings behave no better than the
“dumb” beasts they cared for. In England, and soon thereafter in France
and elsewhere on the continent, civilizing behavior became both mission
and obsession of the rising merchant class, aided by the Church and, to a
lesser extent, by the nobility. To be civilized was to be well mannered,
properly groomed, in control of bodily functions, and, above all, rational
and self-possessed. Only when each person could control his own animal
nature would he be able to exercise control over the rest of nature. The
civilizing process separated man not only from his own animal nature but
also from his fellow human beings. He became an autonomous island, a
detached free agent, in control of his own body and private space in the
world. He became “an individual.”

A similar civilizing process occurred in America in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries on the Western frontier. Mountain men and other
loners living in the wilderness, vagrants, and cowboys were singled out
and put under the watchful eye of preachers, social reformers, and women
in an effort to civilize their behavior and transform them into upright and
productive citizens, each personally accountable for his behavior.

The new obsession with civility took a number of different forms in
Europe. For example, nakedness, which had not been the subject of con-
sternation in the past, suddenly became a major cause of public concern.
The Reformers reminded people that being clothed was what distinguished
man from beast. Long hair was also condemned. Bacon noted that “beasts
are more hairy than man . . . and savage man more than civil.”5 Working
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at night was also suspect. The English jurist Sir Edward Coke made the
point that night is “the time wherein man is to rest, and wherein beasts
run about seeking their prey.”6 Animal epithets were also used with
greater frequency to denigrate others. John Milton derided his foes by
calling them “cuckoos, asses, apes, and dogs.”7

The dinner table proved to be the most important classroom for civi-
lizing human behavior and creating a sense of the individual. In 1526, Eras-
mus published his book on proper table manners and etiquette. It quickly
became the bible for civility among the newly emerging bourgeois class.8

Eating was a communal affair in medieval Europe. Dinner was often a
bawdy event and, at least in the homes of nobles, a spectacle with trouba-
dours, clowns, acrobats, and assorted pets roaming the room. By modern
standards, medieval meals were raucous and unpredictable gatherings that
had the feel of a Roman bacchanalia. People sat on long, flat benches—
others milled around the edges engaging in loud banter. The floors were
littered with the garbage from present as well as past meals. Erasmus de-
scribed the scene as an “ancient collection of beer, grease, fragments,
bones, spittle, excrement of dogs and cats, and everything that is nasty.”9

Food was served in no particular order and came to the table in pretty
much the same condition it was in just after being killed. Whole birds, in-
cluding sparrows, egrets, and herons, were heaped one on top of another
in huge dishes and served to the guests. Stews containing whole rabbits
and other small animals were mixed together with vegetables and flowers,
and served en masse.10 Custards or fruit tarts might come before, with, or
after a stew or game bird, depending on whether they were ready or on
the whim of the host.11

Utensils were scarce. People ate with their hands or from a trencher,
which was a thick slice of stale bread. At the end of the meal, the diners
dropped their soaked, stained bread onto the floor for waiting dogs.12

Erasmus and others were anxious to elevate the dining experience
from a “bestial affair” and place it on a more civilized plane. They intro-
duced a number of innovations designed to separate diners from the ani-
mals they killed and later consumed and to create boundaries between the
diners themselves.

The practice of bringing an entire animal to the table—a lamb or a
pig—to be carved with much solemnity by the host lost favor to the more
civilized practice of having servants carve the meat out of sight, in the
kitchen.13 The authors of The Habits of Good Society, published in 1859,
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condemned the “unwieldy barbarism” of carving an entire joint in front of
one’s guests.14

The knife, which had long been the only utensil used by diners, was too
close a reminder of the hunt and slaughter of the prey. When the Chinese
first saw Europeans eating food with knives, they were aghast. “The Euro-
peans are barbarians,” they would say. “They eat with their swords.”15

The fork was introduced to the table in the late medieval era, first in
Venice, then later in Germany, England, and elsewhere.16 The fork al-
lowed people, in a subtle way, to distance themselves from too close an as-
sociation with the animals they consumed.

A radical change also took place in the way people ate their food. In
the medieval era, people supped from the common bowl, oftentimes spit-
ting back bits of gristle into the cauldron as it made its rounds. A common
ladle was introduced in the late medieval era to prevent the guests’ mouths
from touching the bowl. By the early modern era, the common bowl was
done away with altogether. Spoons were added to the utensils, and each
person was given his or her own bowl. Similarly, the shared tablecloth,
which had customarily served as a common napkin to wipe grease and
gravy off hands and mouths, gave way to individual napkins.17

By the nineteenth century, a bourgeois dining table might look more
like a well-stocked surgical table. Each setting might include several
different-sized wineglasses, each tailored to a particular wine, as well as an
array of forks, knives, and spoons, each used for a specific part of the
meal.18 And the meal itself was served in a rational, orderly fashion, be-
ginning with an aperitif, followed usually by a soup, a fish dish, meat,
salad, dessert, and coffee. The chaotic, slovenly, disorganized medieval
table was transformed into an orderly, efficient, rational dining experi-
ence. Human hands never touched the animals consumed, and there was
little in the way the meal was prepared to suggest any connection between
the diners and their prey.

The Birth of Privacy

The changing configuration of living arrangements between the late me-
dieval era and the early modern era also came to play a decisive role in fos-
tering the creation of the autonomous individual. The household, in the
medieval era, was a very public place, with few boundaries separating fam-
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ily, kin, and neighbors. By the eighteenth century, the public household
had metamorphosed into a private domicile, and family members were of-
ten separated from one another by partitions and rooms, each with a des-
ignated function. In the new household, each person claimed his or her
own private space and possessions, something unheard of in medieval
times. The sectioning off of private space made each person that much
more aware of his or her own individuality and autonomy. The notion of
privacy—a concept without any ontological standing in the late medieval
era—was fast becoming the hallmark of the new autonomous individual.
Privacy meant the ability to exclude others and was a mark of the new pri-
ority given to the individual life as opposed to extended-family relations,
which had reigned as the dominant social unit from the very beginning of
human experience.

The radical change in living arrangements began inauspiciously with
functional and architectural changes in the medieval manor house. The
medieval manor house was more like a public house than the kind of pri-
vate dwelling we’re familiar with today. At any given time, the house
might be inhabited by dozens of relatives and servants, not to mention
friends and acquaintances. The rooms themselves were large and undif-
ferentiated. Relatives and guests often socialized, ate, and slept in the
same room.

The cottages of the poor were little more than “squalid hovels.” It
wasn’t uncommon for twenty or more family members to share a one-
room cottage that barely exceeded twenty square yards. Three genera-
tions might share the same bed. People went a lifetime never really having
a moment alone. In pre-Napoleonic Europe, more than three-quarters of
the population lived under these kinds of horrible conditions.19

By the nineteenth century, however, at least for the well-to-do, the no-
tion of privacy had gained hold. The manor houses were divided into pri-
vate spaces, each with a particular function. There was now a parlor, a
formal dining room, private bedroom chambers, storage rooms, and quar-
ters for the servants. The privatization of space encouraged greater inti-
macy and self-reflection, feelings that were barely exercised in the public
life of the late medieval household. Even the poor gained a modicum of
privacy. Between the mid-sixteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries, more
than half of all laborers’ homes had expanded to three or more rooms.20

The changes in the layout of the home paralleled changes in the no-
tion of family life. The nuclear family is a relatively new convention. In
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medieval times, the idea of family was a much looser affair. While the con-
jugal bond provided a sense of affiliation, we need to remember that fam-
ilies were extended institutions and included grandparents, aunts, uncles,
and cousins, generally living together or close by. Even the idea of child-
hood was not yet developed. Children were perceived as little adults and
were valued for their economic contribution to the household. Many were
sent to other homes to apprentice at the age of seven or eight.

The growing sophistication and complexity of economic and social
life in the early modern era required more abstract learning and special-
ized training of the young, which could only be passed on by formal edu-
cational training in the classroom. Schools, which in the medieval age
were used almost entirely to train clerics, expanded to include more gen-
eral education. Schools isolated youngsters from the adult world, resulting
in their new classification as “children.” Parents assumed a new responsi-
bility of educating their children and looking after their development. For
the first time, observes historian Philippe Aries, “the family centered itself
on the child.”21 By the nineteenth century, the modern private family had
superceded the extended communal family of the medieval era.

The increasing separation and detachment of the individual from the
collective life of the community began to find expression in changes in vo-
cabulary. The word “I” began to show up more frequently in literature by
the early eighteenth century, along with the prefix “self-.” “Self-love,”
“self-pity,” and “self-knowledge” found their way into the popular lexicon.
The autobiography became a new popular literary mode. Self-portraits
became popular in art. Even more interesting, small personal mirrors,
which were little used in the medieval era, were being mass-produced by
the mid-sixteenth century. Giant wall mirrors became a popular part of
the furnishings in bourgeois homes. Mirrors reflected the new sense of
interest in the self. Historian Morris Berman reminds us that in the me-
dieval period, people “were not terribly concerned with how they appeared
in the view of others.”22 The increasing sense of self brought with it
greater self-reflection and, not surprisingly, endless hours of solitary time
before the mirror.

The new emphasis on the self and personal autonomy was particularly
notable in the changing style in furniture. The chair was introduced
around 1490 at the Palazzo Strozzi in Florence.23 Before that time, people
sat on wooden benches that lined the walls or on three-legged stools, or
they huddled together on cushions on the floor. The only chair in me-
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dieval palaces was the throne reserved for the sovereign, denoting his ele-
vated status. Uniform series of chairs first came into vogue in France dur-
ing the height of the Renaissance, reflecting the newly elevated status of
the individual. The idea of the chair was truly revolutionary. It repre-
sented an emerging feeling among an incipient bourgeois class that each
person was an autonomous and self-contained being, an island unto him-
or herself. Historian John Lukacs observes that “the interior furniture of
houses appeared together with the interior furniture of the mind.”24 It’s
probably not unfair to say that with the widespread introduction of the
chair in Europe, the autonomous individual of the modern era had indeed
arrived.

The transformation from public to private life and the growing em-
phasis on the individual was very much in evidence in the bedchamber.
Medieval sleeping arrangements were communal, just like every other as-
pect of social life. Landlords and their mistresses, relatives, friends, and
even valets and chambermaids slept alongside one another in makeshift
beds. Members of the same sex often shared the same bed. Michelangelo
slept with his workmen, four to a bed.

The permanent bed wasn’t introduced until the sixteenth century. In
the seventeenth century, four-poster beds with canopies were common-
place among the nobility and burgher class. Curtains were attached to the
beds to provide some small bit of privacy. Still, it was often the case that a
man and woman would be making love behind the curtains while relatives
and friends were socializing just a few feet away. On wedding nights, rela-
tives and guests of the newlyweds customarily accompanied them to their
wedding bed to witness the consummation of the marriage. The following
morning, the bridal couple was expected to show the stained sheets to
other members of the household as proof of their union.25

Slowly, the practice of sleeping alone in a single bed behind closed
doors became more common. The kind of indiscriminate bodily contact
that was so frequent in the late medieval era became a source of embar-
rassment. Public exhibitions of lust and sexuality, so prominent a feature
of the medieval era, became taboo in the better households. Sexual rela-
tions became increasingly a private act, committed behind closed doors.26

The bath, which had previously been a communal activity, was also
privatized and individualized. Remember, public baths were common in
villages across much of Central, Western, and Northern Europe in the
late medieval era. The fifteenth-century Florentine writer Bracciolini was
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taken aback upon his first visit to a public bath in Baden, Switzerland. By
that time, Renaissance Italy had already left communal life behind. Here
is how he described the event:

Above the pools are galleries where the men sit watching and con-
versing. For everyone is allowed to go to other people’s baths, to
contemplate, chat, gambol and unburden the mind, and they stay
while the women enter, and leave the water, their full nakedness ex-
posed to everyone’s view. No guard observes who enters, no gate
prevents one from entering and there is no hint of lewdness. . . . The
men encounter half-naked women while the women encounter
naked men. . . . People often take meals in the water. . . . Husbands
watched as their wives were touched by strangers and did not take
offense, did not even pay attention, interpreting everything in the
best light. . . . Every day they go to bathe three or four times, spend-
ing the greater part of the day singing, drinking, and dancing.27

The public baths were held up to scorn by Protestant Reformers, who
worried that open displays of nudity invited licentious behavior. Bathing
became a private affair by the eighteenth century in many parts of Europe.

Human urination and defecation were also made private during this
period. In the medieval era, men would regularly relieve themselves in
public places. Visitors to the Louvre during the reign of King Louis XIV
“relieved themselves not only in the courtyard, but also on the balconies,
staircases, and behind doors.”28 By the early modern era, the sight and
smell of human waste had become a source of embarrassment and disgust,
and steps were taken in cities across Europe to move these bodily func-
tions behind closed doors. London was the first city to construct an un-
derground sewer system, in the late nineteenth century, and to introduce
flush toilets.29

The disgust over bodily animal smells was also used to create greater
distance between the rich and the poor. Well before Marx penned his the-
ory on the class divide, the emerging bourgeoisie was already creating its
own self-justification for separating the classes. The urban and rural poor
were said to emanate an animal stench, thus reinforcing the idea that they
were little removed from brute animals. The emerging middle class began
to use the term “the dung man” to refer to the poor. The new olfactory
boundaries erected around the poor and laboring people proved far more
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effective than philosophical treatises in separating the classes and justify-
ing the continued exploitation of the masses by a new business elite. If the
poor were no better than brute animals, there was no reason why they
couldn’t be exploited in like fashion, with no more concern than one
might feel in the yoking of an ox to a cart.30

The Making of the Bourgeoisie

Changes in table manners, living arrangements, family life, sexual activity,
and hygiene probably did more to create the sense of the rational, de-
tached, self-possessed, autonomous individual than all of the scholarly
tomes of Enlightenment philosophers. These changes in personal behav-
ior also effected an even more profound change in human consciousness
that is not always given sufficient attention, but without which the mod-
ern era would have been an impossibility. Although seemingly contradic-
tory, the new bourgeois man and woman who were the products of these
fundamental behavioral changes were, at one and the same time, both
more individualized and autonomous and yet more tightly integrated into
a conformist-oriented culture than any other people in history. How was
this feat accomplished?

Periods in history follow a path not too dissimilar from the one that
individual human beings follow in their own life journeys. Passages in life
are marked by the increasing differentiation of the self from the whole—
first the infant’s struggle to claim his or her own identity separate from the
mother; later the adolescent’s partial separation from the family; and in
early adulthood, the individual’s claim to an independent personhood.
Each stage in the differentiation process is accompanied by a new, more
complex integration into an ever more expansive set of social and envi-
ronmental relationships. The passages of life are marked by a sophisti-
cated balancing act between ever increasing individual claims and ever
greater social obligations.

The creation of the bourgeois man and woman is a good illustration of
the process at work. While differentiation has been part and parcel of hu-
man development from the very beginning of our journey, it wasn’t until
the modern era that the individual claim to independence became so total-
ized. The idea of an autonomous individual whose freedom lay in the abil-
ity to accumulate wealth and exclude others from his material domain was
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so extreme that it threatened the dissolution of the social nature of human
life and a descent back into Hobbes’s nightmarish war of all against all.
While Enlightenment philosophers placed their emphasis on the merits of
differentiation, they presented no vision of how such anarchic behavior
could be regulated to ensure against a meltdown of the social fabric. In-
stead, most scholars at the time—Rousseau and his followers excluded—
cast their lot with Adam Smith’s glib suggestion that in a market economy,
each individual pursues his or her own self-interest and that even though
such behavior might appear selfish, it’s only by the maximizing of such self-
interest that the general welfare is advanced. A dubious proposition.

The real brilliance of the new bourgeois class was the way it balanced
the potential anarchy of individualism with a new, sophisticated under-
standing of one’s social obligations. The great twentieth-century sociolo-
gist Max Weber glimpsed the significance of the new mental acrobatics in
his examination of the role that Protestant Reformation theology played
in creating the internal controls that allowed unbridled capitalism to
flourish without sacrificing the social order.

Recall how the Protestant theologian John Calvin replaced the exter-
nal order imposed by the Church on each individual with an internally im-
posed order that was far more strict. Every action at every moment of a
believer’s life had to conform to God’s glory. All personal conduct must,
therefore, be perfectly controlled and ordered. Lapses, respites, and
doubts were all signs of nonelection and therefore to be avoided. Calvin’s
doctrine transformed the unsystematic and somewhat casual way of life of
medieval Europe into the methodically planned life characteristic of the
new bourgeois class. Self-control replaced church control in daily affairs.

The bourgeois man and woman created their own private despotism
over personal behavior. They learned to be self-controlled, self-sacrific-
ing, and self-possessed, to be diligent and industrious. At first, these val-
ues were a way of living out their faith. Eventually, the religious intent fell
by the wayside in Europe, but the values remained and became a critical
element in fostering the capitalist ethos. Never before in history had
people willingly imposed on themselves such utter restraints. In the past,
control over people’s behavior was more often enforced externally by ex-
tended family, or by governments and elites, and backed up by coercion and
violence. In an era given over to the creation of the autonomous individ-
ual, each person now became his or her own ruler, governing his or her own
behavior with the kind of fervor that, if imposed by an external political
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force, would have been considered harsh and heavy-handed. The bour-
geois ethos proved effective. Everyone learned to balance his or her newly
won autonomy and independence with self-imposed responsibilities to
society.

In America, unlike Europe, the integration process continued to re-
main attached to its religious roots. Convinced that they were indeed the
“chosen people,” Americans were far more disposed to balancing their
newly won autonomy with a shared obedience to a higher authority rather
than a personal responsibility to their fellow human beings. For Ameri-
cans, self-control, self-sacrifice, and industrious behavior were more likely
to be exercised to please God—and self—than to fulfill one’s social obli-
gations. In this sense, many Americans remained true to the Protestant
ethic, long after Europeans had passed it by. It was this divergence that set
off the American Dream from its European antecedents.

Americans found no contradiction in living in two seemingly contra-
dictory realms at the same time: one characterized by religious zeal and
faith in eternal salvation, the other by Enlightenment secularism, rational
behavior, and the belief in material progress—the contrary worlds of John
Winthrop and Benjamin Franklin. What united both Reformation theol-
ogy and Enlightenment philosophy was the premium each placed on the
autonomy of the individual. Reformation theologians railed against the
papal authority of the Church and admonished their fellow Christians
that priests were imperfect like all other human beings and therefore
could not serve as divine intermediaries. Martin Luther, John Calvin, and
their successors argued that the Church’s interpretation of biblical doc-
trine was no more authoritative than that of every other Christian and that
each individual’s relationship to God is ultimately a personal experience.
The Protestant Reformation sought to dethrone the Church hierarchy
and elevate each believer, making every human being equal in the eyes of
the Lord. The Enlightenment philosophers elevated the individual as
well, but their reasons for doing so were more bound up in ideas about ra-
tional human behavior. The status of the autonomous individual, how-
ever, remains to this day the common link between these two great
historic streams.

Americans are arguably the most individualistic people on Earth, both
because of our deep religious convictions and our materialistic ambitions.
That’s why Americans continue to be so anti-authoritarian in nature. We
don’t like bosses of any kind and refuse to humble ourselves at the feet of
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politicians, business potentates, or, for that matter, any higher authority,
with the exception of God on high. In America, every person thinks of
her- or himself as the equal of every other person.

Although the idea of the autonomous individual allows Americans to
be both religious and secular, faith oriented and rationally driven, living in
both the Reformation and Enlightenment worlds can play havoc with
one’s sense of teleology. While the Reformation side of the American
character calls on each individual to experience the suffering of Christ in
this world in return for salvation in the next, the Enlightenment side
beckons every American to pursue happiness in the here and now in the
name of human progress.

Europeans were less schizophrenic in this regard and eventually aban-
doned their religious zeal, leaving them only their Enlightenment ideology.
And even that, in turn, was subsequently compromised by their deep mis-
givings about man’s perfectibility and the inevitability that unfettered mar-
ket forces would automatically lead to unlimited material progress for all.

It was Americans, then, who not only became the most enthusiastic
disciples of the Protestant Reformation theology and the most ardent sup-
porters of Enlightenment ideology but also the keenest champions of in-
dividual autonomy. Europeans, because of their long history of more
dense spatial arrangements and paternalistic and communal ways of living,
never fully embraced the idea of the lone self to the extent Americans
would on the sparsely settled frontiers of a vast new continent. Americans,
on the other hand, have, throughout our history, paid homage to the indi-
vidual in popular myth, literature, and in virtually every human endeavor.
The American Dream was never meant to be a shared experience but,
rather, was meant to be an individual journey. In a peculiar sense, the
American way of life became an extreme caricature of European ideas that
sprang forth and enjoyed a period of influence in the sixteenth, seven-
teenth, and eighteenth centuries, only to be tempered by new counter-
vailing forces in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that reflected
Europe’s earlier paternalistic and collectivist roots.

The “New World,” then, is a bit of a misnomer. We Americans con-
tinue to live out a dream whose roots lie deep in Europe’s past, many of
whose central tenets and assumptions no longer hold much sway in a
world far removed in space and time from the historical conditions that
gave rise to them.
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6
Inventing the Ideology
of Property

THE VAST CHANGES in spatial and temporal consciousness and
the birth of the rational, autonomous individual transformed
European life over a period of several hundred years. There is,

however, one other institutional development that emerged alongside all
of the other conceptual changes—an institution that gave concrete shape
and meaning to the rest and provided the indispensable linchpin for the
birth of the capitalist economy and the rise of the nation-state.

The invention and codification of a private property regime in the late
medieval to early modern era became the foundation for the pursuit of the
Enlightenment utopian vision of unlimited material progress. Private
property rights became the essential legal tool for separating the individ-
ual from the human collective as well as from the rest of nature. A private
property regime institutionalized the new spatial and temporal conscious-
ness and made possible the modern notions of autonomy and mobility as
well as the negative idea of freedom as personal independence and self-
reliance. Its stormy development, and the equally fierce resistance to it,
has continued, until very recently, to be the defining dynamic of European
politics and the politics of much of the rest of the world.

The institutionalization of private property certainly would have to be
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considered one of Europe’s most important contributions. Without a ma-
ture, regulated private property regime in place, market capitalism could
not exist and the nation-state would never have survived. This last point
needs to be emphasized. The very concepts of a modern market and nation-
state are inseparably linked to a private property regime. The purpose of
markets is to allow for the free exchange of property. The primary function
of the state, in turn, is to protect the private property rights of its citizens.

Europe created the idea of the states’ new role, only to have second
thoughts about the matter when so many of its destitute population were
systematically left out of the new economic arrangement. Americans,
however, bought the idea of the states’ new mission from the get-go and
never wavered from the view that the primary function of government is
to safeguard the private property holdings of the people. Tocqueville took
note of Americans’ fierce attachment to private property rights on his
short visit to the new country. He asked, rhetorically,

Why is it that in America, the land par excellence of democracy, no
one makes that outcry against property in general that often echoes
through Europe? Is there any need to explain? It is because there are
no proletarians in America. Everyone, having some possession to de-
fend, recognizes the right to property in principle.1

Once again, Americans became the purest advocates of a European idea,
later partially abandoned by Europeans themselves, as they begin to rein
in private property rights with a commitment to socialist reforms. Know-
ing, then, how the private property regime emerged and understanding its
critical role in the birth of modern capitalist markets and nation-state gov-
ernance, as well as the different ways it was embraced in the Old World
and in America, are essential to coming to grips with the full meaning of
the changes now taking place in Europe as it prepares to move beyond
both these pillars of the modern age to become the first post-territorial
governing region in a network-linked global economy.

The Medieval View of Property

Property meant something very different in the medieval era than it does
now in the modern world. In the feudal world, the holding of property
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was always considered conditional in nature, whereas in industrial society,
the holding of property is regarded as an absolute right that resides exclu-
sively with the owners, subject to certain limitations imposed by the state.
This is a critical distinction that separates the feudal way of conceptualiz-
ing property from the way we think about it today.

The feudal society was conceived as being part of a “Great Chain of Be-
ing,” a hierarchically structured natural and social world that stretched from
the lowliest creatures in nature to the princes of the Church. The entire
chain was God’s creation and was organized in such a way as to ensure that
each creature performed his or her role as God had prescribed it, which in-
cluded serving those above and below according to his or her station.

The social structure of feudal society operated in a manner similar to
nature’s grand hierarchy. Every rung of the social ladder is populated by a
unique category of individuals who perform a specific role or function in
the grand scheme of things, and each is bound to those above and below
him in the chain by a complex set of mutual obligations and reciprocal re-
lationships. From serf to knight, from knight to lord, and from lord to
Pope, all are unequal in degree and kind, and yet each is obligated to the
other by the medieval bonds of homage, and all together make up a per-
fect mirror of God’s total creation.

The notion of property has to be viewed within the broader context of
the Church’s worldview. While Church leaders came increasingly to ac-
knowledge a legitimate role for private property in the social schemata, it
was always understood that property itself was held in the form of a trust
all along the social hierarchy. Since God is the owner of his creation, all
things in the earthly world ultimately belong to him. God grants human
beings the right to use his property so long as they are righteous and ful-
fill their obligation of homage and fealty both to him and to every other
person on the social ladder in the way he has preordained.

Property, then, was a rather complex phenomenon in feudal society
and was tightly bound to the idea of proprietary relationships. Things
were not owned outright or exclusively by anyone, but rather shared in
various ways under the conditions and terms established by a rigid code of
proprietary obligations. For example, when the king granted land to a lord
or vessel, “his rights over the land still remained, except for the particular
interest he had parted with.” The result, says historian Richard Schlatter,
is that “no one could be said to own the land; everyone from the king
down through the tenants and sub-tenants to the peasants who tilled it
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had a certain dominion over it, but no one had an absolute lordship over
it.”2 “The essence of the theory” of property in the medieval world, writes
historian Charles H. McIlwain, “is a hierarchy of rights and powers all ex-
isting in or exercisable over the same objects or persons, and the funda-
mental relationship of one power to another in this hierarchy is the
superiority of the higher to the lower, rather than a complete supremacy
in any one over all the others.”3

By the late eighteenth century, the feudal concept of the conditional
right to use private property had given way to the modern notion of ab-
solute ownership. While there were many factors that led to this radical
change in the notion of property, none proved more important than the
breakup of the feudal estates and the enclosure of the land commons into
private real estate that could be bought and sold in the marketplace.

The land was transformed, first in England, and later on the Conti-
nent. After more than a millennium of history, when people had belonged
to the land, new legislative initiatives, in the form of the great Enclosure
Acts, reversed the spatial and temporal playing field. Henceforth, the land
belonged to people and could be exchanged in the form of private prop-
erty in the marketplace. Real estate could also be transformed into capital
and used as a tool of credit to leverage economic activity.

It’s difficult to imagine the change in consciousness brought on by the
English Enclosure Acts. For centuries, people’s security was bound up in
attachment to their ancestral land and their duties and obligations in a
Christian hierarchy that stretched from the common fields they tended to
Christ’s throne above. Now the land, which heretofore had been consid-
ered God’s creation and administered by a complex set of rules and obli-
gations that connected the lowliest serf to the Angels of Paradise, was
severed. The land was divided up in the form of privately owned plots.
Those who could not afford to purchase a lot of their own were forced off
the land. Some became paid laborers working for the new owners, while
others were forced to migrate to the nearest towns to find “work” in the
new industrial factories.

In this detached world, one’s labor became a form of property, and
people sold their time in the marketplace. Daily rounds gave way to jobs,
status in the community gave way to contractual agreements, and every-
one, whether they wanted to or not, became responsible for making his or
her own destiny.

It should be emphasized that a private property regime makes modern
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markets possible and not the other way around. In the medieval era, ex-
change was generally by way of barter between relatives, extended kin,
and neighbors. Without a common law and legal code, the only way to
trust the authenticity and to ensure a peaceful transfer of ownership of
property was for the seller and buyer to know each other and to be a part
of a tightly bound social community. For this reason, markets were always
local and limited in their reach and importance. A mature private property
regime, by contrast, substitutes subjective criteria like trust, with objective
criteria like ownership titles, and provides enforcement mechanisms—the
police and the courts—to make sure that sellers and buyers abide by their
contractual agreements. Only when such a legal regime is in place and
backed by the full coercive authority of the state can markets be extended
in space and time to include large numbers of players—most of whom are
strangers to one another—in the exchange of property.

The Protestant Reformation of Property

The Protestant Reformation figured significantly in the reformulation of
private property relations. Martin Luther and his followers launched an
all-out attack on the authority of the Pope and the feudal social order over
which the Vatican presided. Luther argued against the idea of the Church
as God’s sole emissary on Earth and said that the priests were sinners like
everyone else and therefore incapable of acting as intermediaries between
the faithful and the Lord Almighty. He counseled that the only infallible
authority on matters of faith was the Bible and that God’s will was know-
able to every Christian by reading the scriptures. Each man and woman,
said Luther, stands alone before God. Luther’s doctrine challenged the
very basis of papal authority—its claim to be God’s appointed representa-
tive on Earth. By doing so, Luther and his followers cast doubt on the le-
gitimacy of the Holy Roman Empire and feudal social arrangements.

Luther was particularly harsh in his attacks on Church property, argu-
ing that the Vatican had amassed untold wealth over the centuries at the
expense of the people and had violated Christian faith, which preached
abstinence and eschewed worldly luxuries.

The Reformation fervor ended up replacing one propertied class for
another. Church lands were confiscated in Western and Northern Europe—
even in Catholic Spain and Austria—and the lands of feudal lords were
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either seized or sold. The routing of the old feudal order made room for
the establishment of a new bourgeois monied class of merchants, traders,
and shopkeepers.

Luther’s notion of “a calling” helped lay the groundwork for the natural-
law theory of property and provided the all-important spiritual underpin-
ning for the amassing of capital and wealth—which made the industrial
age possible. Luther argued that all callings, even the most humble in na-
ture, are equally sacred in the eyes of the Lord. He wrote that “what you
do in your house is worth as much as if you did it up in heaven for our
Lord God.”4 Luther railed against what he regarded as the elitism of
priestly asceticism and argued that by faithfully discharging one’s earthly
duties—regardless of the calling—the believers are serving as God’s stew-
ards and the caretakers of his creation.

John Calvin, recall, went even further than Luther, calling on the
faithful to continually improve their lot in life. While Calvin’s doctrine
was never intended to advance the notion of commerce, it had the unin-
tentional effect of bolstering the very interests of the new capitalist class.
His emphasis on unceasing work, productivity, and improving one’s sta-
tion proved compatible with a new class whose interest lay in hard work,
expanded production, frugality, and a rational ordering of human activity
in the marketplace.5 His doctrine helped justify, though inadvertently, the
idea of accumulation of wealth and the amassing of capital, the key ingre-
dients of a modern property regime and capitalist way of life. Economic
historian Richard Henry Tawney and sociologist Max Weber wrote exten-
sively on the deep philosophical connection between the rise of the
Protestant work ethos and the emergence of modern capitalism. By free-
ing up individuals from dependency on the Church hierarchy and arming
each person with a new psychology of material self-advancement, the Re-
formers left behind far more than a religious legacy. Long after the reli-
gious fires had died down, European men and women retained a new
sense of self-worth that was compatible with modern notions of property
accumulation.

The old idea of the individual as a small part of a complex social or-
ganism made up of proprietary relations and obligations gave way to the
modern notion of the individual as an autonomous being in the world,
alone before his God and his fellow human beings, and exercising, by
strength of personal will, his or her unique stamp on the world. The meta-
morphosis of the individual from a loyal servant enveloped in the bowels
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of a Great Chain of Being to an autonomous agent with one’s own indi-
vidual calling, and always improving one’s material lot to the greater glory
of God, went hand in hand with a change in the notion of property from
proprietary rights to exclusive ownership. Property, once bound up in
complex social arrangements and the conditional rights of usage, came to
be seen much like the new individual, as autonomous things, each unique,
and indivisible. Tawney writes that what remained after the fall of the feu-
dal social order “was private rights and private interests, the material of a
society rather than a society itself.”6 In this new world, property rights
would be the social glue that bound people together. Private property and
unfettered economic freedom, said Tawney, “were taken for granted as the
fundamentals upon which organization was to be based, and upon which
no further argument was admissible.”7

While the Protestant ethic was born in Europe, many of its most fa-
natic disciples migrated to America, where they hitched Calvin’s religious
vision to Enlightenment notions of science, private property rights, and
capitalist market relations, creating the uniquely American Dream.

The Metaphysics of Private Property

With private property ensconced as the organizing principle of society, it
was left to modern scholars to create the appropriate philosophical ration-
ale to accompany it. They found their answer in the natural-law theory of
property—a concept that had developed slowly in the late medieval period
and advanced more quickly during the Reformation and its aftermath.

The French political philosopher Jean Bodin began by arguing that
common ownership is unnatural and a violation of divine law. Plato’s com-
monwealth, with its adoration of communal ownership, wrote Bodin, is
“against the law of God and nature, which detests not only incests, adul-
teries and inevitable murders, if all women should be common; but also
expressly forbids us to steale, or so much as desire anything that another
man’s is.”8 Bodin reminded his readers that theft is forbidden by God.
Why would God include the commandment “Thou shalt not steal” if he
didn’t mean to embrace the concept of private ownership of property?
asked Bodin.

Bodin goes on to make the point that the family—a natural institution—
is built on private property, and the state, in turn, is built on the family.9
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That being the case, argued Bodin, the chief responsibility of the state is
to protect each person’s—and family’s—“natural” God-given right to own
property.

The belief that the primary role of the government is to protect each
person’s inalienable right to own property was a radical idea that, in time,
became the rallying cry for republican reformers and others in their strug-
gle to replace monarchic rule with democratic forms of government.
Bodin was insistent on this score. If the state were to abrogate its main
reason for being—the protection of private property—it would have no
legitimate claim to exist. He wrote, “But the greatest inconvenience is,
that in taking away these words of Mine and Thine, they ruin the founda-
tion of all Commonweales, the which were chiefly established to yield
unto every man that which is his owne, and to forbid theft.”10

Bodin’s writing pierced the church/state veil that had enveloped Eu-
rope since the fall of the Roman Empire. At a time when the prevailing or-
thodoxy still viewed the state as the upholder of the faith, Bodin dared to
argue that the state’s primary charge was far more secular in nature—to
protect the natural right of private property. Individual rights—embedded
first and foremost in private property—took precedence over both aristo-
cratic privileges and deference to Church authority. In the new scheme of
things, rulers exist to protect the individual rights of property holders
rather than individuals existing to serve the interests of princes and kings.
Tawney described the new way of thinking about the relationship of the
individual and the state this way:

What it implies is, that the foundation of society is found, not in
functions, but in rights: that rights are not deducible from the dis-
charge of functions, so that the acquisition of wealth and the enjoy-
ment of property are contingent upon the performances of services,
but that the individual enters the world equipped with rights to the
free disposal of his property and the pursuit of his economic self-
interest, and that these rights are anterior to and independent of, any
service which he may render.11

Having laid out the broad intellectual groundwork for a bold new con-
ception of private property in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the
unfinished business of filling in both the substance and details of the mod-
ern notion of ownership was taken up in the seventeenth century by the
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political philosopher John Locke and later by a succession of theorists in-
cluding Adam Smith, David Hume, Jeremy Bentham, John Stuart Mill,
and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.12

Locke’s theory of property was published in 1690 in Two Treatises on
Civil Government. His treatises quickly became the secular bible for a mid-
dle class that was beginning to climb onto the political stage in England. His
writings served as a rationale for parliamentary reforms in England and,
later, provided the philosophical foundation for the French and American
revolutions.

Like many of his predecessors, Locke argued that private property is a
natural right and unalterable. Locke’s reasoning, however, is what distin-
guishes his theory from those who came before him. He argued that each
man creates his own property by adding his labor to the raw stuff of na-
ture, transforming it into things of value. While Locke acknowledged that
the Earth and all of its creatures were common to all men in the state of
nature, he was quick to add that each man, in turn, “has a property in his
own person . . . and this no one has any right to but himself.” Locke goes
on to assert that “the labor of his body and work of his hands . . . are prop-
erly his.” That being so, Locke concluded that

whatsoever, then, he removes out of the state that nature hath pro-
vided and left it in, he hath mixed his labor with it, and joined to it
something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property. It be-
ing by him removed from the common state nature placed it in, it
hath by this labor something annexed to it that excludes the common
right of other men. For this “labor” being the unquestionable prop-
erty of the laborer, no man but he can have a right to what that is
once joined to, at least where there is enough, and as good left in
common for others.13

As to the question of how much property a person might legitimately
claim for himself, Locke said, “as much land as a man tills, plants, im-
proves, cultivates and can use the product of, so much is his property.”14

Locke’s natural-right theory of property was wildly popular with the
new generation of independent farmers, merchants, shopkeepers, and
small capitalists who were transforming English life and ridding the coun-
try of the last vestiges of feudal privilege. His treatises offered more than
a mere explanation of the natural right of property. He elevated human la-
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bor and glorified acquisition as the crowning achievement of human exis-
tence. Unlike medieval churchmen, who thought of human labor as a set
of necessary obligations to fulfill, Locke saw in it opportunities for which
every man ought to strive.

David Hume (and, later, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill) added
the notion of utility value to the ownership of property. Hume argued that
the justification for private ownership lies in the idea of utility: “Examine the
writers of the laws of nature,” writes Hume,

and you will always find that whatever principle they set out with,
they are sure to terminate here at last, and to assign, as the ultimate
reason for every rule which they establish, the convenience and the
necessities of mankind. What other reason, indeed, would writers
ever give, why this must be mine and that yours.15

The utility theory of property provided yet another rationale that
could be used by the new class of merchants and traders to advance their
personal and political agenda. The utility theory softened the edges of
Locke’s labor theory, making property not just an end in itself but rather
an instrument for advancing human happiness. Philosophers of the period
were in agreement that “the greatest possible happiness of society is at-
tained by ensuring to every man the greatest possible quantity of the pro-
duce of his labor.”16

The utilitarians were among the first of the modern theorists to make
the clear distinction between ownership as a thing in and of itself, that one
possessed, and ownership as an instrument to advance human happiness.
Georg Friedrich Hegel, the German philosopher, picked up this distinc-
tion in a slightly different way. His theory of property—which some call
the personality theory—has become as important as Locke’s labor theory
of ownership in establishing the notion of private property in the modern
world.

Hegel argued that property plays a far more important role than most
philosophers had heretofore been willing to acknowledge. Beyond its ma-
terial and utilitarian value, said Hegel, property has a deeper function. Ac-
cording to Hegel, “property enables an individual to put his will into a
‘thing.’”17 One expresses his or her sense of personality by imprinting it
into possessions. It is by way of fixing one’s will onto objects in the exter-
nal world that each person projects his being and creates a presence
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among men. Work, in Hegel’s cosmology, is a creative expression rather
than just an exercise of labor, and the product of that work represents an
expropriation of the world and its incorporation into the projected per-
sonality of the owner. He writes:

Personality is that which struggles to . . . give itself reality, or in other
words to claim that external world as its own. To claim that external
world as its own personality requires the institution of property.18

As one’s personality is always present in the owned object, property
becomes an extension of one’s personality. Others, in turn, come to know
and recognize one’s personality through the objects one owns. Hegel,
then, viewed property as more than just a way to satisfy needs. On a more
profound level, property is an expression of personal freedom. By sur-
rounding oneself with property, a person inflates his or her personality in
space and time, creating a sphere of personal influence. In short, he or she
creates an expanded presence in the world.19

Property and personhood become nearly synonymous in Hegel’s
mind. Each becomes an expression of the other. Nearly a century after
Hegel first advanced his personality theory of property, William James
lent his support to the theory in terms readily recognizable to a generation
becoming comfortable with psychological notions of projection. James
writes:

It is clear that between what a man calls me and what he simply calls
mine, the line is difficult to draw. We feel and act about certain
things that are ours very much as we feel and act about ourselves.
Our fame, our children, the work of our hands may be as dear to us
as our bodies are, and arouse the same feelings and the same acts of
reprisal if attacked. . . . In its oldest possible sense, however, a man’s
self is the sum total of all that he can call his, not only his body, and
his psychic powers, but his clothes and house, his wife and children,
his ancestors and friends, his reputation and work, his land and
houses and yacht and bank account. All these things give him the
same emotions. If they wax or prosper, he feels triumphant, if they
dwindle and die away, he feels cast down . . . a great part of our feel-
ings about what is ours is due to the fact that we live closer to our
own things and so feel them more thoroughly and deeply.20
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James goes on to observe that when something that belongs to us is
stolen or destroyed or simply lost, we feel “a sense of the shrinkage of our
personality” because the things we come to possess are an extension of
who we are.21

If Hegel’s theory of property seems more contemporary than Locke’s,
perhaps it is because the emphasis of the capitalist system has shifted sub-
stantially over the years, from a production to a consumption orientation.
The labor theory of property provided an ideal philosophical backdrop for
an era where the attention was focused narrowly on hard work, industri-
ous behavior, savings, and capital accumulation. Merchants, shopkeepers,
and an emerging bourgeois class looked to the labor theory of property as
a justification for their own behavior. Locke’s ideas became values to live
by as much as explanatory theories of the nature of property relations. To-
day, consumption and the commodification of personal experience are far
more important factors in the commercial equation. It’s no wonder, then,
that the notion of property as an extension of one’s personality and a mark
of selfhood has greater social currency. Marketing professionals have long
understood the close connection between personhood and property, and
have habituated several generations of consumers to the idea that who we
are is a direct reflection of what we have.

Mine vs. Thine

The metamorphosis in thinking about the nature of property paralleled
the many other changes that were transforming a continent from a feudal
economy to a market economy and from dynastic rule to nation-state gov-
ernance. The new concept of property was a way for Europeans to reorder
their relationship to space and time. The new technologies opened the
door to vast new spaces and dramatically quickened the human tempo.
Space that had for so long been conceived of as cloistered and vertical was
suddenly horizontal and wide open to the vanishing point of the horizon.
Time, which for aeons had been experienced as cyclical and relatively
closed, was suddenly experienced as linear and expansive. The old feudal
institutions, with their spatial walls and temporal boundaries, simply col-
lapsed in the wake of what appeared to be an endless frontier running
alongside an infinite future. The development of a private property per-
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spective was the critical mental tool for domesticating the new spatial and
temporal frontier.

The whole of earthly reality was reconfigured into a single formula—
“mine vs. thine.” And with this formulation, Europeans set out to enclose
the whole of space and time. In the new future being born, every person
would become his or her own private god whose divinity lay in amassing
property, inflating his or her being, and casting an ever larger shadow over
existence and duration. More mine, less thine. Those who could, by talent
and cunning, acquire the most property could transform it into capital and
use that capital to control not only nature but the lives of other people as
well. They were called “capitalists.”

The modern market economy and the nation-state, in turn, became
the institutional mechanisms to speed along this new reorganization of
the world. The market would serve as the impartial arena where each cap-
italist would lock in battle against his fellow warriors in the struggle to
capture space and sequester time in the form of private property. The in-
fant nation-state, in turn, was to be the protector of every person’s prop-
erty by establishing legal codes and enforcement mechanisms—and, by so
doing, guarantee his or her freedom.

The concept of a society based on the sanctity of private property
rights is a uniquely European idea. Its champions saw private property as
the one and only mechanism that could ensure individual freedom. Later,
its Marxist detractors would claim that private property, far from being
the guarantor of personal freedom is, in fact, the single greatest obstacle
to achieving it.

For the Enlightenment philosophers and the jurists of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, freedom was defined in negative terms as the
right to exclude others. The early modern era was a time of differentiation—
the separation of the individual from the cloak of the Church, the yoke of
the feudal estate, the constraints of the craft guilds, and the many other
obligations and indentures that were an integral part of a dynastic order
based on status and rank.

Private property was viewed as a ticket of sorts to personal liberation.
To be free, in the sense that it was used at the time, was to be autonomous
and mobile—to not be dependent on or beholden to others or held hostage
to circumstances. The more propertied one was, the more autono-
mous and mobile one could be. Greater autonomy and mobility meant
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greater freedom. Property, then, was a border between the self and the
other. Property means “mine not thine.” The greater the accumulation
of property and wealth, the larger the extension of one’s domain and
sphere of influence in the world. If one were secure in one’s property, then
all of the other rights would be guaranteed—the right to privacy, the right
to be free of coercion, and so forth. Property rights, protected by law, en-
sured that no man could be bullied, oppressed, or made subject to another
man’s will.

An eighteenth-century Virginian, Arthur Lee, captured the high re-
gard in which property was held on both sides of the Atlantic, declaring,
“The right of property is the guardian of every other right, and to deprive
a people of this is in fact to deprive them of their liberty.”22 John Locke
asked, rhetorically, What was the true purpose of governments? They are
instituted, said Locke, “for the mutual preservation of [our] Lives, Liber-
ties, and Estates, which I call by the general name, Property.” When one
reflects on the real reason “men” unite into commonwealths, Locke
mused, it is to ensure “the preservation of their property.”23

Today, we have come to take for granted the dense legal codes and
statutes, the common law, the legislative oversight, and the judicial review
that enshrine private property at the very center of modern social life. But
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the idea of a private property
regime was still novel, and the subject of great public discussion. Kings
and queens and the nobility and aristocracy of virtually every European
kingdom still ruled by divine right, backed by the threat of force and co-
ercion. The very idea that the only legitimate function of the state is to
protect everyone’s claim to property, equally and impartially, by rule of
law, was incendiary. Thomas Paine and Alexis de Tocqueville went so far
as to claim that the American and French revolutions were the product
rather than the source of property relations.24

The central role of the sovereign state in a post-dynastic era, then, be-
comes one of protecting private property relations and allowing the accu-
mulation and exchange of property to flourish. It becomes clear that this
new kind of state exists primarily to ease the workings of a nascent capi-
talist economy. Jean-Baptiste Say, the French classical economist, made
the point that if government “either practices robbery itself, or is impo-
tent to repress it in others, or where possession is rendered perpetually in-
secure, by the intricacies of legislative enactments,” the market can’t
function. It is only when property rights are secured by law and enforced
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by the state that “the sources of production, namely land, capital and in-
dustry [labor], attain their utmost degree of fecundity.”25

Is this just eighteenth-century polemics, or is there some profound
truth to what Jean-Baptiste Say and other Enlightenment philosophers
were preaching? Hernando de Soto, the Latin American economist, writes
in his most recent book, The Mystery of Capital, that Say and other Euro-
pean economists of the day were right on the money. De Soto asks the
question, Why are people so poor in the developing world, especially
when “the poor already possess the assets they need to make a success of
capitalism?”26 De Soto estimates the total value of just the real estate held
by the poor in the third world to be more than $9.3 trillion.27 But, he ar-
gues, “because the rights to these possessions are not adequately docu-
mented, the assets cannot be turned into capital, cannot be treated outside
of narrow local circles where people know and trust each other, cannot be
used as collateral for loans, and cannot be used as a share against an in-
vestment.”28

What separates the rich from the poor and the developed from the un-
developed worlds, says de Soto, is that America and Europe established “a
widespread formal property law and invented the conversion process in
that law that allowed them to create capital.”29 De Soto says that West-
erners “take this mechanism [a formal property rights regime] so com-
pletely for granted that they have lost all awareness of its existence.”30

De Soto and other third-world economists have come to understand
that a private property regime is the very source of market capitalism. But
for eighteenth-century utilitarian philosophers, it was much more. A private
property regime was to be the means to replace the older, theologically in-
spired utopian vision of the Church with a new materialist-driven utopian
dream. Divine salvation in the world to come would become secondary to
material salvation here and now on Earth. “Property is human liberty ex-
ercised over physical nature,” wrote Raymond-Théodore Troplong, the
president of the French Senate between 1852 and 1869.31 Using the sci-
entific method, all of nature could be expropriated, harnessed, and re-
duced to productive private property. Mixing one’s labor to nature’s
resources—making something of it—not only transformed it into man’s
property but also made it more productive, thus increasing its value.

The accumulation and exchange of property would make the dream of
an earthly cornucopia a reality. At a time when much of the Earth’s surface
was still unexploited frontier, the framers of the new vision understandably
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believed that property accumulation could be expanded almost indefinitely
into the future. Eternal salvation slipped from the ascendant position that
it had enjoyed for more than eleven centuries in Europe to make room for
the radical new idea of material progress. During the French Revolution,
the French aristocrat Marquis de Condorcet confidently predicted:

No bounds have been fixed to the improvement of the human facul-
ties . . . the perfectibility of man is absolutely indefinite; . . . the
progress of this perfectibility henceforth above the control of every
power that would impede it, has no other limit than the duration of
the globe upon which nature has placed us.32

Not everyone agreed. The naysayers, and there were many, argued
that a society organized almost exclusively around a private property
regime and a “mine vs. thine” attitude would be the ruination of civiliza-
tion. They envisioned a world of unrelenting competition and struggle in
which the more powerful would prevail and the rest become indentured
or cast aside. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in his Discourse on the Origin of In-
equality, published in 1755, wrote:

The first person who, having enclosed a plot of land, took it into his
head to say this is mine and found people simple enough to believe
him, was the true founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, mur-
ders, what miseries and horrors would the human race have been
spared, had someone pulled up the stakes or filled in the ditch and
cried out to his fellow men: “Do not listen to this impostor. You are
lost if you forget that the fruits of the earth belong to all and the
earth to no one!”33

Nearly one hundred years later, Karl Marx published his Communist
Manifesto. He attacked the philosophical and historical roots of private
capital formation, calling it a scourge on civilization, and beseeched his
fellow European countrymen to abolish the privatization of the means of
production.

Although Europe was the seedbed for advancing a private property
regime, there was opposition from the start. For every follower of John
Locke, there were others who preferred to cast their lot with Rousseau. If,
for some, private property was the path to utopia, for others it was a
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dystopian nightmare. Europe was caught between two very different con-
ceptions of society. The older tradition favored a more communitarian ap-
proach to organizing economic activity, social life, and political rule. The
emerging bourgeois class, however, was more anxious to let every man
loose to go it on his own. An entrenched aristocratic class went along with
the bourgeoisie. The nobility proved to be quite flexible in adapting to the
new republican regimes and were often able to take advantage of their
deep pockets and social connections to make their own killings in the mar-
ketplace.

Working people, however, didn’t experience much of the material
gains promised by the Enlightenment philosophers and their successors.
Life in the urban industrial shops and factories was draconian. Dangerous
working conditions, long hours of toil at the workbench, and later on the
assembly lines, near starvation wages, and squalid and overcrowded living
environments were a far cry from the world offered up by Condorcet.
Millions of desperate Europeans simply picked up stakes and fled to
America in hopes of finding a better life. Of those who stayed behind,
many found the socialist critique of capitalism compelling, and more than
a few became willing converts. European trade unions, cooperative asso-
ciations, and socialist political parties gained increasing support among
the working class in countries across Europe in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

The idea of a welfare state became acceptable in Europe around this
time. It was a grand compromise, a way to appease the rising bourgeois class
and the remaining aristocracy on the one hand, and Europe’s working class
and poor on the other hand. The idea of a private property regime would be
upheld in return for a promise that some of the excesses of unbridled mar-
ket capitalism would be redistributed, in the form of government social ben-
efits. The welfare state would become a way to balance the books and
prevent class divisions from turning into open warfare and revolution in the
streets. For the most part, the great European compromise succeeded.

Americans’ Love Affair with Property

America didn’t follow Europe’s example. Socialism never really took hold
on American soil. The German economist Werner Sombart laid the
blame on the fact that American laborers enjoyed three times the amount
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of beef as German workers. He wrote, “On the shoals of roast beef and ap-
ple pie, all socialistic utopias founder.”34

The unadulterated European vision of a utopian society formed
around the protection of individual property rights found its most enthu-
siastic supporters in the new world. Geography played an important role.
There was so much cheap and free land for the taking. For millions of Eu-
ropean newcomers moving on wagon trains west across the Appalachian
Mountains and into the fertile fields of the American Midwest and on to
the great prairies of the American plains, it certainly seemed like Eden.
They wrote home and expressed their amazement about all of the avail-
able land. Listen to this description of the American wilderness by one
newcomer:

The seemingly interminable line of trees before you, the boundless
wilderness around, the mysterious depths amid the multitudinous
foliage, where foot of man hath never penetrated, which partial
gleams of the noontide sun, now seen, now lost, lit up with a change-
ful, magical beauty; the wondrous splendour and novelty of the flow-
ers; the silence, unbroken but by the low cry of a bird, or hum of an
insect or the splash and croak of some huge bullfrog; and the soli-
tude in which we proceeded, no human being, no human dwelling,
in sight.35

From the very beginning, the young republic gave away vast tracts of
land to settlers. The Public Land Act of 1796 allowed settlers to buy land
at two dollars an acre and provided a year’s credit for half of the total pur-
chase. By 1800, the government was selling off 320-acre sites and allow-
ing the buyer to put down only 25 percent of the purchase, the rest to be
paid over the course of four years. For less than $160, a European could
lay claim to hundreds of acres of prime land, something out of reach in
Europe, except for the wealthiest merchants and aristocrats. By 1811,
more than three million acres of land had been sold to farmers.36

The government sale of millions of acres of public land continued
throughout the century. There was the Homestead Act of 1862, which
provided 160 acres of public land to every farmer. This single act turned
over 270 million acres of public land—10 percent of the entire landmass
of the U.S.—to settlers. The clarion call of “free land” echoed back East
and all the way to Europe. The Homestead Act spawned one of the great-
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est migrations in history. Easterners, newly arrived immigrants, and freed
slaves who were anxious to find new opportunities out West all rushed out
onto the American frontier. The homesteaders needed only pay a filing
fee of ten dollars to claim the land along with an additional six dollars for
the final title, and a two-dollar commission to the land agent. To take final
possession, the claimant had to build a home and farm the land within five
years of making the claim. If the requirements were met, the title to the
land was transferred from the government to the claimant.37 Millions of
Americans became property holders. In 1873, the government passed the
Timber Culture Act, in 1887 the Desert Land Act, and in 1916 the Graz-
ing Homestead Act.38

In 1890, the U.S. Census Bureau officially announced the close of the
American frontier. The Bureau wrote:

Up to and including 1880 the country had a frontier of settlement,
but at present the unsettled area has been so broken into by isolated
bodies of settlement that there can hardly be said to be a frontier
line. In the discussion of its extent, its westward movement etc., it
can not, therefore, any longer have a place in the census reports.39

In less than a century, millions of acres of public land had been trans-
formed to private property holdings. Even with the closing of the Ameri-
can frontier and the increasing waves of immigrants arriving each year
from all over the world, the ratio of population to land continued to be
sparse compared to Europe. In America, we still have far fewer people and
far more unused land than Europe. The result is that we feel less crowded
and more autonomous, less interdependent and more independent, less
communitarian and more individualistic. Even New York City, our most
dense urban environment, has only one-third the number of persons per
square mile as Frankfurt, Germany.40

The differences in human population relative to landmass have had a
profound impact on how we Americans perceive the world around us and
how Europeans do. When Americans travel to Europe, we always notice
how compact everything is, how narrow the streets are, how close to-
gether all of the buildings are, how crowded the cafés are, and how small
the portions of food are in the cafés. Even the elevators are cramped. An
obese American can barely squeeze into one of them. Everything seems
squished, tiny, parsimonious.
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Americans are used to more space, much more. We may have officially
closed the frontier more than a century ago, but we still live out the fron-
tier spirit. We want to feel free, and freedom for many Americans means
expanding the personal space we can control.

In the twentieth century, suburban home ownership became the way
to keep the American Dream alive. The idea of living in a detached home,
surrounded by wide expanses of garden and lawn was, and still is, rare in
the urban residential communities of Europe. In the medieval era, crowd-
ing provided a sense of mutual security. As late as the eighteenth century,
the Dutch were still building row houses, which had been the custom
throughout Europe since the days of the Roman Empire. Even in the
United States, early European settlers favored the European housing
model. Over 71 percent of the residential population in the nation’s capi-
tal, Washington, D.C., still lived in European-style row houses in the
1920s. In many Eastern cities, row-house construction was the norm until
the end of World War II.41

The suburbs, by contrast, offered a different kind of security, less com-
munal and more individualistic in bent. After 1870, says sociologist Ken-
neth Jackson, “the new idea was no longer to be part of a close community,
but to have a self-contained unit, a private wonderland walled off from the
rest of the world.”42

The suburban home personified the American belief that freedom
means autonomy; that is, the right to exclude others and to exercise near
total control over one’s immediate environment. European visitors to
America can’t help but notice how different America’s suburban neigh-
borhoods are from those in residential areas of Europe, where people
huddle much more closely together.

Europeans are surprised by the sheer size of the American home,
which, on the average, contains more than twice the floor space of the av-
erage European home. The average floor space in American homes is
about 2,300 square feet. In France, it’s 946 square feet, in Germany 932
square feet, in Spain 917 square feet, and in Britain only 817 square feet.43

Europeans are even more surprised by the amount of land each home
occupies in America. Even with a growing population, we have far less hu-
man density today than eighty-five years ago. We are becoming more, not
less, spread out. How did we pull this off? By moving out into the coun-
tryside and turning farm and pastureland into suburban housing tracts.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau Report of 1920, the average density
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of urbanized areas, which include cities, suburbs, and towns, was a little
less than ten persons per acre. By 1990, the number of people had halved
to four persons per acre. More important, the average density of all new
housing developments in the U.S. since 1960 is a little more than two per-
sons per acre. That’s less than one-fourth the average number of people
per acre in 1920. We did this by occupying eight times more developed
land than we did more than eighty years ago.44

The amount of land occupied per household is continuing to go up as
well. This is happening even though the number of persons per household
is declining. With single-parent households, smaller families, and empty
nesters, household size has declined from 3.28 persons in 1940 to fewer
than 2.48 persons in 2000.45 While the number of households is increas-
ing, so is the amount of space they are occupying. In Massachusetts, for
example, there was one-half an acre of land per person in the 1950s, and
by 1985 there was 1.83 acres of land per person.46 In Maryland, lots of one
acre or more per household are the most popular development category
and make up three-quarters of all the land converted to housing in that
state in the 1980s.47

By contrast, metropolitan areas in Europe are, on the average, three to
four times more dense than in America. Even Europe’s suburban areas are
four times as dense as ours in the States.48

The American penchant to own land is matched by our desire to own
the houses that go on the land. Federal government policies have long en-
couraged home ownership over rental in the American housing market.
The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and the Veterans Adminis-
tration (VA) mortgage guarantees have underwritten the financing of one-
quarter of all the single-family homes constructed in the past half
century.49 Federal tax deductions on mortgage titles, accelerated depreci-
ation, and other incentives have also encouraged home ownership over
rentals in America.

European government policies favor apartments over houses and en-
courage renting rather than ownership. In Germany, Italy, and Spain,
more than 50 percent of families live in flats, and in France, 41 percent live
in flats.50 Home ownership throughout most of Europe is significantly less
than in the United States. While 68 percent of Americans own their
homes, only 54 percent of the French and 43 percent of Germans own
their homes. In the Netherlands, only 44 percent of households own their
own homes, and in Switzerland, less than 30 percent of households own
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their own homes.51 (Only in the U.K., Italy, and Spain is home ownership
as high as in the U.S.)

Publicly funded housing is also much higher in Europe than in the
U.S. And, unlike in the U.S., public funding of housing since World War
II has included much of the middle class as well as the poor. The number
of people in publicly funded housing is two to three times as high in Eu-
rope as in the United States. In the U.K. and France, for example, ap-
proximately 20 percent of households live in social housing.52

In America, freedom means independence, and independence means
private control over space. Being self-contained and self-reliant has been
the recurring theme of the American psyche since well before the Ameri-
can Revolution. We like to keep our distance from our neighbors. Not sur-
prisingly, then, there is little sense of community in the average American
suburb, certainly less than one experiences in the residential neighbor-
hoods surrounding European cities. Jackson makes the pointed observa-
tion that “there are few places as desolate and lonely as a suburban street on
a hot afternoon.”53

More than 60 percent of all U.S. metropolitan residents live in the
suburbs, and their numbers are growing.54 As shocking as it might seem to
most Europeans, two-thirds of America’s 86.4 million homes are single-
family domiciles.55 And while we seek autonomy inside our self-contained
suburban homes, we also retain that nervous energy and restlessness that
are also so much a part of the American Spirit. For Americans, freedom
means both autonomy and mobility. It’s no wonder, then, that in any given
five-year period, 25 to 35 percent of all households change residence.56

Europeans do not share the American restlessness, perhaps because they
experience the place where they live as more than a house, as a community.
With community comes deeper roots and less willingness to pick up and
move to some unknown new place. The average European moves only half
as often as the average American.57 I have a young Italian friend in her early
thirties who had lived in Rome for several years. She told me she was about
to move back to the small community outside Bologna where she grew up
and her parents still had their ancestral home. In America, it is unusual for
children to return home to their childhood neighborhoods to live out their
adult lives. Quite the contrary in Italy and other parts of Europe. My friend
told me that many of her friends spent a few years in the “hot” cities of Eu-
rope at the beginning of their careers only to find their way back to their
childhood communities when they chose to raise families of their own.
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There’s an old American saying, “There is no such thing as a free
lunch.” We’ve paid a heavy price for our penchant for autonomy and mo-
bility. The desire for ever bigger houses and more private space coupled
with our sense of rootlessness and constant changing of residence has cost
us dearly, in terms of the aesthetics of daily living. An increasing number
of Americans live in cookie-cutter housing tracts plopped down on former
agricultural lands stretching as far as sixty to seventy miles from metro-
politan beltways. More than 60 million people—one-quarter of the popu-
lation of the lower forty-eight states—now live in what planners call
“exurbs.” The mass exodus of population from older cities into suburbs
and exurbs has occurred rapidly, and with little or no long-term spatial
planning to guide the migration. Nearly one-sixth of all the land devel-
oped over our nation’s history occurred in just ten years between the early
1980s and the 1990s.58 The net result of this chaotic and undirected dis-
persion of population is what we call “sprawl.” It has become a defining
characteristic of the American landscape.

Sprawl is easy to identify. It consists of scattered housing develop-
ments, often isolated from one another, and from places of employment,
schools, and commercial areas; commercial strip malls along roads ad-
jacent to interstate highways; few if any pedestrian paths connecting
housing developments; a lack of public transportation, and wall-to-wall
automobile traffic. Worse still, these residential areas generally lack a
sense of organic development, or any kind of history. Some—not all—are
communities in name only. An increasing number of Americans live in
“bedroom communities,” an obvious oxymoron. Culturally barren and
nondescript, American suburbs can be isolated places to live. In a sense,
they represent the final chapter of the American Dream. Each person is
surrounded by his or her possessions and isolated from his or her
surroundings—millions of autonomous personal spheres, virtually cut
off from one another. Few Americans could likely name half of their
neighbors within a three-minute walk of their houses.

What zoning restrictions that do exist in American counties are often
weighted toward wide-open residential and commercial development.
Coordinated long-term spatial planning between adjacent counties and at
the state or federal level is virtually nonexistent. It’s everyone for them-
selves, and the effect is blight, writ large, across the width and breadth of
the American landscape.

It’s not that way in Europe, because the rights of individual property

I N V E N T I N G  T H E  I D E O L O G Y  O F  P R O P E R T Y 1 5 5

171



holders, whether they be home owners or commercial businesses, are con-
tinually balanced against the customs, social norms, and goals of the com-
munity as a whole. Any American that’s ever driven across Europe notices
the difference almost immediately. Each community has its own history
and story to tell. Communities seem to follow an organic plan. There is a
sense of purposefulness and order. In the big cities as well as in the outly-
ing metropolitan areas, there is a sense of neighborhood and of commu-
nity. People seem to belong.

None of this came about by chance. Spatial planning is far more devel-
oped throughout Europe. And now, the governments of Europe have gone
a step further, developing an ambitious continent-wide spatial development
plan. In September 2000, the European Conference of Ministers Responsi-
ble for Regional Planning (CEMAT) adopted what they call “Guiding Prin-
ciples for Sustainable Spatial Development of the European Continent.”
The aim is to bring the economic and social development of each region
into harmony with its ecological surroundings and cultural heritage in a
“long-term, large-scale and balanced spatial development.”59 The forty-five
member states of the Council of Europe have agreed to work cooperatively
at the local, regional, national, and continental levels, to make sure that fu-
ture spatial planning across the European landmass is compatible with Eu-
rope’s dream of inclusivity, diversity, sustainability, quality of life, universal
human rights, the rights of nature, and peace among people.

Try to imagine the people of the United States ever agreeing to com-
mit ourselves to a similar coordinated long-term spatial planning effort
for the country. As long as undeveloped land is still widely available, the
cost of gasoline is relatively cheap, home mortgages are affordable, and tax
deductions on mortgage payments continue to exist, there is little chance
we will reverse our present developmental course. Those who can afford
it will have to make due with an occasional vacation in Europe, where they
can enjoy a short respite walking streets that go from somewhere to some-
where and that feel lived in.

The Collision of Property and Democracy

On July 12, 1893, a young American historian, Frederick Jackson Turner,
read a paper before a meeting of the American Historical Association in
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Chicago on the closing of the American frontier, announced by the U.S.
Census Bureau of 1890. Turner reflected on the two dreams that animated
American life over the course of its short history as a nation. The first “was
that of individual freedom to compete unrestrictedly for the resources of
a continent—the squatter ideal.” Turner noted that, to the pioneer, “gov-
ernment was evil.”60 Americans were, and remain to this day, suspicious of
government, always worried that it might encroach on or limit their right
to accumulate property and remain free. “Don’t tread on me” was one of
the early mottos of the American revolutionaries in their struggle against
the British crown. The spirit of that message continued to live on in the
life of the young republic after the American Revolution.

The other dream, writes Turner, “was the ideal of democracy—
government of, by, and for the people.”61 These two dreams coexisted “with
the passing into private possession of the free public domain and the natural
resources of the United States.” Turner cautioned, however, that “American
democracy was based on an abundance of cheap and free lands; these were
the very conditions that shaped its growth and its fundamental traits.”62

As long as cheap and free land was available, Americans would not have
to be overly worried about class conflict. The exploited and destitute
masses of immigrants and the native-born could escape the oppression of the
East by continuing to move westward. The West, in effect, became a safety
valve, a way to ensure equality of opportunity without having to worry about
equality of condition. On the frontier, every person was equal in the sense
that he or she was on his or her own, unencumbered by government edicts
or, for the most part, the long hand of Eastern commercial interests. Now,
however, noted Turner, “the age of free competition of individuals for the
unpossessed resources of the nation is nearing its end.”63 Turner worried
about the fate of a people whose “nervous energy” had for so long been al-
most singularly dedicated to the task of taming the wild environs of a vast
continent and transforming its natural abundance into a store of private
property.

American president Calvin Coolidge once remarked that “the business
of America is America’s business.” Thirty years earlier, intellectuals such
as Turner were already beginning to have doubts about what the future
might bring for America, if that was all there was to the American Dream.
In his paper, Turner cites the French intellectual Emile Gaston Boutmy,
who observed,
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The striking and peculiar characteristic of American society is that it
is not so much a democracy as a huge commercial company for the
discovery, cultivation, and capitalization of its enormous territory.64

Turner ended his paper with a lament that, in hindsight, more than
one hundred years later, appears eerily prescient. He wrote,

So long as success in amassing great wealth for the aggrandizement
of the individual is the exclusive or the dominant standard of success,
so long as material prosperity, regardless of the conditions of its cost,
or the civilization which results, is the shibboleth, American democ-
racy, that faith in the common man which the pioneer cherishes, is in
danger. For the strongest will make their way unerringly to whatever
goal society sets up as the mark of conceded preeminence.65

Most of my European friends and acquaintances are quick to ridicule
America’s love affair with “the almighty dollar.” “All you Americans think
about is money” has become a standard mantra in virtually every opening
discussion about the American character and the American way of life. In
reality, the American condition is more complex. It’s not the money per se.
Rather, it’s the search for personal security that comes from being proper-
tied, the belief that our possessions will make us free. For many Europeans
who have opted for less wealth and more play, the American obsession
with creating propertied wealth appears more like a kind of pathology.
They say that “our possessions end up possessing us.”

But the point is, it was the American people that became the purest
advocates of the European Enlightenment idea that equates private prop-
erty with freedom. So fervent has been our belief that when the U.S. Con-
gress adopted a new version of the federal income tax in 1894, it was declared
unconstitutional by the courts. The U.S. Constitution had to be amended
before the new tax could be adopted.66 The very idea that government
might take away a portion of one’s propertied wealth to be used for other
purposes was anathema to many Americans weaned on the frontier tradi-
tion of rugged individualism and self-reliance.

By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, with the fron-
tier closed and cheap public land no longer there for the taking, questions
of economic justice and redistribution of wealth began to be heard, espe-
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cially among immigrants and the native-born laboring in the new foundries
and factories in the Eastern and Midwestern cities. The rise of a small co-
terie of super-rich and powerful robber barons like Andrew Carnegie,
John D. Rockefeller, and Cornelius Vanderbilt, whose wealth rivaled the
great aristocratic families of Europe, did not sit well with millions of
American men and women toiling in wretched conditions in the factories
and sweatshops that these new men of commerce controlled.

President Theodore Roosevelt was the first head of state to challenge
the American preoccupation with property. In 1910, he told the American
people,

We are face to face with new conceptions of the relations of property
to human welfare, chiefly because certain advocates of the rights of
property as against the rights of men have been pushing their claims
too far. The man who wrongly holds that every human right is sec-
ondary to his profit must now give way to the advocate of human
welfare, who rightly maintains that every man holds his property
subject to the general right of the community to regulate its use to
whatever degree the public welfare may require.67

America’s flirtation with the redistribution of wealth picked up steam
during the global depression in the 1930s. President Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt’s administration’s New Deal programs were America’s first real
foray into balancing property rights with human rights. The American
dalliance continued through the 1960s and ended abruptly with the de-
mise of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society programs.

By 1980, America had all but abandoned the idea of redistributive jus-
tice. The election of Ronald Reagan, a transplanted Westerner, as presi-
dent signaled a return to the earlier American Dream, the one that glorified
the rags-to-riches theme and held up property rights as the foundation of
American freedom.

Now, however, the rationale that spawned private property relations is
beginning to fray in the wake of new technologies that are once again fun-
damentally altering our sense of space and time. The quickening connec-
tion of the central nervous system of every human being to every other
human being on Earth, via the World Wide Web and other new global
communication technologies, is forcing us into a global space and a new
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simultaneous field of time. The result is that property exchange in na-
tional markets is going to increasingly give way in the twenty-first century
to access relationships in vast global networks.

Diminished attachment to a private property regime has great poten-
tial import for the future of commerce and governance. After all, market
capitalism is based on the idea of exchanging property in the form of
goods and services between sellers and buyers. If the psychological and
ideological attachment to private property continues to weaken, what will
be the eventual fate of the marketplace?

The change from ownership to access has equally important implica-
tions for nation-state governance. Enlightenment philosophers and econ-
omists never tired of making the connection between a private property
regime and the legitimacy of the nation-state. It was always assumed that
the mission of the nation-state was largely to secure the private property
of its citizens. If private property relations were to be subsumed by new
commercial relationships—whose modus operandi is less wedded to mar-
ket exchanges inside a territorially defined political unit and more geared
to access in globally connected networks—what might be the effect on the
future of the nation-state itself?

The conundrum is that the very commercial and political institutions
that are attempting to accommodate these new spatial and temporal realities
are the ones whose own futures are in doubt because of the far-reaching
changes now taking place in the world. The capitalist marketplace and the
nation-state are the defining institutional paradigm of the modern era,
just as the Church and the feudal order were in the medieval era. And just
as new spatial and temporal changes led to the demise of the medieval
arrangement, now, once again, dramatic spatial and temporal changes are
leading to the weakening of national markets and nation-states and the
emergence of global commercial networks and transnational political
spaces like the European Union. Rethinking a world beyond capitalist
markets and nation-states will likely be as contentious and bitterly fought
as was the struggle that led to the fall of Christendom and feudal society
and the rise of the market economy and nation-state. Understanding what
historian Karl Polanyi called the “Great Transformation,” the twists and
turns that gave birth to modern capitalism and nation-state formation, can
provide a much-needed perspective on the challenges facing our current
generation as it wrestles with defining a new consciousness and new insti-
tutional models better suited to a globalized space and time.
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7
Forging Capitalist Markets
and Nation-States

THE MARKET ECONOMY has become such a pervasive force in
modern life that we have come to think of it as almost like a force
of nature. If the truth be known, we Americans would be utterly

lost were the marketplace not the centerpiece of our existence. We forget
that the market economy is a relatively new institution in human history.
While markets existed far back into antiquity, they were always marginal
to social life. Most economic activity was traditionally based in the house-
hold. In fact, the very term “economy” comes from the Greek oikos, which
means “home.” Members of an extended family produced what they
needed for themselves, bartered with nearby neighbors, and occasionally
sold any surplus production in open-air markets, which were held infre-
quently. Large markets, like the great Frankfurt Fair in late medieval
times, were annual events that drew itinerant merchants from far afield. At
the bigger fairs, one could purchase more exotic goods. Silk, books, parch-
ment, drugs, and spices, mostly from the Far East, were among the more
popular goods available for sale.

But the idea of a fully integrated modern market economy extends
well beyond the notion of merchants setting up their stalls and selling
their wares to local buyers. For modern markets to work, all of the ele-
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ments that go into making things—land, human labor, and technology—
have to be dislodged from the traditional household setting and be con-
verted into a form that can be rationalized, abstracted, quantified, and
made into property negotiable for a price in the marketplace.

Even though the concept of the modern market economy originated
in Europe, it found its fullest expression in America. Europeans, early on,
had mixed feelings about capitalism. Americans never did. America has
long been regarded as the bastion of capitalism. So unwavering has been
our faith in capitalist dogma that the idea of America and capitalism has
come to enjoy a tautological status.

Americans may be the only pure capitalists left in the world. Adam
Smith’s idea of an unfettered marketplace where individual sellers and
buyers compete to maximize their property holdings is the primary play-
ing field for living out the American Dream. Were the capitalist arena to
be seriously compromised, the American Dream would suffer. That’s why
Americans are so fiercely loyal to the tenets of capitalist theory. They are
the alpha and omega of our way of life, without which the American
Dream would be an impossibility.

The capitalist market is not held in as high esteem by Europeans. It is
the very different set of historical circumstances that led Europeans to
temper their enthusiasm for capitalism while Americans became its most
ardent champion.

The Struggle for Free Markets

As mentioned earlier, a spate of new technologies in the early modern era
in Europe shortened distances traveled, sped up exchanges, and decreased
transaction times, making possible much bigger markets. Feudal govern-
ing institutions were too small and parochial to manage the new potential
reach of human activity. In fact, these same institutions, for the most part,
saw larger markets as a potential threat and acted to thwart them.

By the late medieval era, more than one thousand towns had sprung
up throughout Europe. The towns had graineries, shops, and inns, and
were served by local craftsmen. They produced a variety of goods and
services requiring expertise not available on every manorial estate. Ma-
sons, fine weavers and dyers, metalworkers, and armorers, and later the
broiderers and glovers, the scriveners, the upholsterers, and the hatters,
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clustered together in these prototype urban areas, establishing “free
cities”—regions independent of the reach of the local lords. If a serf, for
example, were to escape his lord and flee to a city and remain there for a
year and a day, he was deemed to be free, having passed from the jurisdic-
tion of his lord to the jurisdiction of the city burghers.1

Each craft industry established a guild to regulate the activity of its
members. The guilds were responsible for maintaining quality standards
for their industry, determining how much would be manufactured and
sold, as well as the fair price for the sale of their goods and services. The
guild economy operated by custom, not by market forces. The point was
not to make a profit but, rather, to maintain a way of life. Guilds opposed
an open market, free labor, the commercialization of land, and competi-
tive prices—all of the essential hallmarks of a modern economy. For more
than four centuries, the guilds fought off the emerging capitalist class by
using city codes and regulations to enforce their will. Craft guilds were
not abolished in France until 1791, England in 1813 and 1814, Austria and
Germany in 1859 and 1860, and Italy in 1864.2 

In the sixteenth century in England, an independent merchant class
was beginning to challenge the guilds’ control over the production of
goods and services. Economic conditions in England, and later on the
Continent, were making the guild system increasingly untenable. The
wave of land enclosures was freeing up peasants, providing a new ex-
ploitable workforce. Advances in transportation—the laying down of bet-
ter roads and improvements in river navigation—were making it easier to
move raw materials and finished goods between the countryside and towns.
A burgeoning population was demanding more goods at cheaper prices.

The textile guilds were the first to be hurt by the new market forces
being unleashed. Rogue merchants began to skirt guild controls and ur-
ban jurisdictions by dispersing work to cheaper labor in the countryside—
called the “putting-out” system. New breakthroughs in technology and
the organization of work led to a “division of labor,” substantially reduc-
ing the costs of manufacturing goods and the time necessary to produce
them. The new production model was better able to meet the upsurge in
consumer demand.3

The new method of doing business had a second, more profound ef-
fect. Under the guild system, the masters and journeymen owned their
own tools, giving them control over production. The new class of inde-
pendent merchants began to “take possession directly of production,”
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providing the tools and machinery used by their rural labor force.4 Poor
cottagers engaged in the putting-out system for weaving were among the
first to feel the full effects of the new capitalist way of conducting business.
Living at the very margins of poverty, a cottager was often unable to pay
for the purchase of material in advance of the sale of his cloth and had to
seek credit from the merchant employer. That generally meant pledging
his most valued asset, his loom, as security against a money advance for
the raw material he needed. If unable to pay off the debt, he would have to
forfeit his loom to the merchant employer, putting the means of produc-
tion directly into the hands of the capitalist—further strengthening his
position vis-à-vis the craftsmen.5

By providing the raw material and the tools necessary for production
and by controlling the transport of supplies and finished products between
country and town, the new merchants were able to exercise far greater
control over labor costs. Already destitute, desperate, and without any
other means to make a livelihood, peasant workers had little choice but to
accept the conditions of employment imposed on them by a fledgling cap-
italist class. The guilds, for their part, could not compete with either the
pace or the volume of production or the price of the finished products.

The introduction of the factory into Europe further eroded the power
of the master craftsmen and their guilds. In the latter half of the sixteenth
century, factory manufacture came to England. Paper mills, ironworks,
cannon factories, and, later, textile factories introduced the idea of cen-
tralizing all of the production tasks under one roof with a common energy
source—first using water and windmills, and later using coal and steam-
powered machinery. Factory manufacture required large sums of capital—
often several thousand pounds or more—well beyond the means of even
the wealthiest master craftsmen. Only the new class of merchant capital-
ists could afford the cost of this new kind of manufacturing model.6 His-
torian Maurice Dobb makes the point that “the subordination of production
to capital, and the appearance of this class relationship between capitalist
and the producer is, therefore, to be regarded as the crucial watershed be-
tween the old mode of production and the new.”7

Master craftsmen were finding it difficult to stem the capitalist tide.
Many simply gave up and became paid employees in the new capitalist fac-
tories. Others fought back by putting up as many firewalls as they could in
an effort to prevent the new merchant capitalists from breaking out of the
countryside and into larger trading markets. For example, notes the late
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economist and historian Robert Heilbroner, “Over a journey of a hundred
miles, a traveling merchant might fall under a dozen different sovereignties,
each with different rules, regulations, laws, weights, measures, money.”8

Toll stations added still another formidable obstacle to regional and
national trade. At every border and jurisdiction there were toll stations. In
the fourteenth century, reports Heilbroner, “there were said to be more
than thirty toll stations along the Weser River and at least thirty-five
around the Elbe; along the Rhine, a century later, there were more than
sixty such toll stations . . . ”9 Along the Seine in France, there were so
many toll stations in the late fifteenth century “that it cost half its final
selling price to ship grain two hundred miles down the river.”10 Heil-
broner makes the telling point that only England enjoyed a unified inter-
nal market in the late Middle Ages, which in large measure accounts for its
emergence as Europe’s first great economic power.11

Still, while the guilds and local towns could more effectively control
the conditions of commerce within their city walls and immediate sur-
roundings by exclusionary and protectionist tactics, it proved far more dif-
ficult to control external trade. Towns and guilds banded together in an
effort to curtail the new capitalist enterprise burgeoning in the rural coun-
tryside. The nascent merchant capitalists fought back using every means
at their disposal to break through the barriers and create national markets.

Europe found itself in the throes of a great struggle between a new
commercial order and an old economic regime. New technologies were
radically altering spatial and temporal realities. The old social economy,
based on controlling production, fixing prices, and excluding competition
from the outside, was too provincial to accommodate the range of new
technologies that were making possible greater exchange of goods and
services between more people over longer distances. The new technolo-
gies gave birth to a capitalist class hell-bent on exploiting their full poten-
tial. They found their commercial model in self-regulating free markets.

What was missing was a new, more expansive, and agile political
framework that could impose its will on the thousands of local municipal-
ities and force the elimination of local tolls and tariffs and countless other
statutes and codes that maintained an aging medieval economy. In addi-
tion, there was a need to establish a common language, a unified educa-
tional system, a single police force, and other centralized mechanisms to
make viable a nationwide internal commercial trading market. It was this
need, says Karl Polanyi, “which forced the territorial state to the fore as

F O R G I N G  C A P I T A L I S T  M A R K E T S  A N D  N A T I O N - S T A T E S 1 6 5

181



the instrument of the ‘nationalization’ of the market and the creator of in-
ternal commerce.”12

The Rise of the Nation-State

The nation-state is a relatively new institution for governing human soci-
ety. Some scholars date its origins no further back than the American and
French revolutions in the late eighteenth century, while others suggest
that its roots extend even further back to England in the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries. The popular conception of the nation-state is of an or-
ganic creation rooted in common culture, language, and customs that
evolved over time into a modern state formation. Although there is a germ
of truth to the notion, in reality the nation-state is more of an “imaginary
community”—an artificial construct largely created by political and eco-
nomic elites to foster more expansive national trading markets and to
secure overseas colonies. That’s not to say that there aren’t exceptions to
the rule. Certainly, some of the nationalists’ ethnic struggles in the post-
communist era in Central and Eastern Europe have less to do with ex-
panding markets than with preserving ethnic identities. Still, for the most
part, the nation-state and national markets emerged together, each feed-
ing the other in a symbiotic relationship. National markets increased the
pace, speed, flow, and density of exchange of property between people,
while the territorial nation-state created and maintained the rules and
regulations necessary to ensure an efficient flow of property over a unified
and expansive geographic plane.

The genius of the nation-state lay in its ability to provide a new col-
lective identity for the growing numbers of autonomous free agents who
made up the world of private property relations in self-regulating markets.
It did so by establishing itself as a near mirror image of the self-interested
market maximizing individuals of the nascent capitalist economy. Like
each of the autonomous individuals who claimed sovereignty over his own
personal property domain, the nation-state claimed a similar right of sov-
ereignty over the larger territory of which all the individual free agents
were a part. And, like its citizens, the nation-state claimed its autonomy as
an equal among nations and defended its right to protect the property un-
der its control as well as to compete with other nation-states—through
trade or war—for contested territory.
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The difficult challenge for the budding nation-state was how to elim-
inate all the internal pockets of resistance to free trade in a national
market while at the same time enlisting the emotional support of its
subjects—later its citizens—in the collective tasks of society, including the
collection of taxes and the conscription of armies to protect its national in-
terests. This was no easy matter since, in many ways, the Enlightenment
idea of the detached, self-interested, autonomous agent—operating only
with his own material self-interest in mind and determined to optimize his
own property holdings—seemed strangely at odds with an effort to forge
a collective sense of common purpose and identity. How does the nation-
state convince millions of newly emancipated individuals to give up some
of their autonomy and freedom to the state?

The answer was to create a compelling story about a common past,
one convincing enough to capture the imagination of the people and con-
vince them of their shared identity and common destiny. The architects of
the modern nation-state understood the magnitude of the task ahead of
them. After Italian state unification in 1861, Massimo d’Azeglio, the for-
mer prime minister of Piedmont, was said to have remarked, “We have
made Italy, now we have to make Italians.”13

Every nation-state in the modern era has created a myth of origins
complete with its own heroes and heroines and past moments of trials and
tribulations often memorialized in elaborate rituals. In an increasingly dis-
enchanted secular world, the nation-state had to establish a powerful new
image of a people who shared a noble past and were destined for future
greatness. At the same time, the nation-state had to create a convincing
enough utopian vision of what lay ahead to win the loyalty of its subjects
and, later, citizens. If the road to immortality no longer lay with accepting
Christ as savior, then at least it could be found in the relentless pursuit of
unlimited material wealth in the form of the accumulation and exchange
of property. In return for giving one’s allegiance to the state—the litmus
test being whether the citizen would be willing to give his or her life for
their country—the state would uphold its side of the covenant by protect-
ing each person’s right to own and exchange private property in a free
marketplace.

Creating a shared identity was also essential to making viable an
unobstructed national market. Before there was an England, France,
Germany, and Italy, what existed was a thousand different stories and
traditions being lived out in little hamlets, nestled in valleys and on moun-
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tainsides across the continent. Each story was passed on in a separate lan-
guage or, at least in a distinct dialect.

A myriad of local languages, customs, and regulations for conducting
commerce kept the transaction costs high for producing and trading
goods and services over a wide geographic terrain. Suppressing or even
eliminating pockets of cultural diversity was an essential first step in creating
an efficient and seamless national market. Creating a single homogenized
national myth required the often ruthless destruction or subordination of
all the local stories and traditions that existed for centuries of European
history.

The success of the nation-state model owes much to the adoption of
rational processes for marshaling far-flung activities. To begin with, it was
necessary to establish a single dominant language in each country so that
people could communicate with one another and understand shared
meanings. It’s often thought that sharing a common language was indis-
pensable to bringing people together under the aegis of the nation-state.
However, that’s not generally the case. Take France, for example. In 1789,
on the eve of the French Revolution, less than 50 percent of the people
spoke French, and only 12 to 13 percent spoke it correctly. In northern
and southern France, it would have been virtually impossible to find
anyone who spoke French. At the time Italy was unified in 1861, only 2.5
percent of the population used the Italian language for everyday commu-
nication. In eighteenth-century Germany, fewer than 500,000 people read
and spoke in the vernacular that later came to be the official German lan-
guage, and many of them were actors who performed new works on stage
or scholars writing for a small intellectual elite.14

Much of the impetus for creating national languages had less to do
with nation-state formation and more to do with the demographics facing
the early print industry. Printers in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries
were anxious to expand the markets for the mass production of books.
The problem was that while Latin was the official language of the Church
and was used among European scholars and government officials in the
palace courts, it represented too small a reading market for the new com-
munications revolution. On the other hand, there were so many languages
and dialects spoken across Europe that each one, by itself, would be too
small a market to be commercially viable. The answer, in most countries,
was to choose a single vernacular language, usually the most dominant in
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a region, and establish it as the language for reproduction—first in Bibles
and later for works of literature and science.

Even here, the languages that eventually became standard French,
German, Spanish, Italian, and English are, in part, invented. They were
usually the result of combining elements of all the various idioms spoken
in a region and then standardizing the grammar.15 However, once a com-
mon language became accepted, it created its own mystique of perma-
nence. People came to think of it as their ancestral tongue and the cultural
tie that bound them together. 

Getting everyone to speak and read the new vernacular necessitated the
creation of a national educational system in each country. A single educa-
tional system, in turn, created reliable and predictable standards of what was
to be learned and how. Standardized national education was a wholly new
phenomenon of the modern era and helped forge a national consciousness.
With each generation of schoolchildren learning the same subjects, in the
same way, in a common language, it wasn’t long before people began to be-
lieve that they were, indeed, part of a shared experience and a common des-
tiny. A French minister of education, reflecting on the success of French
public education, remarked that “he could consult his watch at any moment
of the day and say whether every child in France, of a given age, would be
doing long division, reading Corneille, or conjugating . . . verbs.”16

There were often more subtle effects of national education besides
creating a shared language and a sense of common cultural identity. State-
administered public education inculcated students into the new spatial
and temporal consciousness of the modern era. Schools were designed to
resemble factories, and students were made comfortable with the idea of
spending an entire day in a large, centralized facility with different rooms
set aside for specialized learning tasks, mirroring the kind of specialization
of labor and work environment they would graduate into after their edu-
cation was completed. Students were also taught the virtues of punctuality
and efficiency, making and keeping schedules, and being industrious, dis-
ciplined, and competitive with one another. They were made to believe
that learning was an acquisitive activity, the goal being to possess knowl-
edge that could be used to advance one’s self-interest. The curriculum was
designed to prepare students for the economic tasks that awaited them in
the emerging market economy. Turning out “productive citizens” became
the primary responsibility of national education in every modern state.
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The nation-state’s intervention into the affairs of its citizens merely
began with the establishment of a common language and a universal edu-
cational system. The modern state’s mission is to create a totally rational-
ized environment that can optimize the free play of property exchange in
a market economy. Records have to be kept on every citizen. Birth certifi-
cates, school registrations, marriage licenses, death certificates, and pass-
ports all have to be issued. Taxes have to be collected, and government
revenues need to be distributed. Full-time armies need to be trained,
equipped, quartered, and sent into battle. Standards have to be set to reg-
ulate everything from the quality of food and medicine to the quality of
the environment. Even reproducing the culture itself is no longer just left
to chance or to the whims of local communities. Museums have to be
built, memorials financed, historic dates recognized and celebrated, and
parks set aside for recreation and entertainment. The list is nearly endless.

Medieval political institutions were far more lax and less involved in
the day-to-day affairs of their own subjects. Creating a “productive” soci-
ety requires the kind of total mobilization of human life that would have
been unthinkable in any previous period of history. The irony here is that
the Enlightenment philosophers favored a world populated by autonomous
agents, seeking only to optimize their own self-interests in the market-
place. To make that possible, however, nation-states had to create giant
bureaucracies to oversee the game, and make sure that all of that “self-in-
terest” didn’t disintegrate into a nightmarish Hobbesian “war of all against
all.” In the end, the price of securing individual freedom in the marketplace
was more government intervention and involvement in the most intimate
aspects of people’s personal lives. By the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury, more than 700,000 Austrians were employed by their national gov-
ernment and more than 500,000 people in France worked in government
bureaucracies, as did 1.5 million in Germany and 700,000 in Italy.17

Consolidating Power

Nations and states both existed before the modern era. A nation is a com-
munity of people who share a particular lived experience, while a state is a
political institution that controls or possesses a geographic region for the
purpose of exploitation and does so by manipulating the means of violence
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to maintain obedience to its rule. What is unique in the modern era is the
coming together of the nation and the state in a single schema.

In medieval Europe, there were literally thousands of small, isolated
communities whose shared lived experience was local and barely extended
beyond the nearest mountain range or river basin. These communities were
loosely bound to larger institutional authorities that included kingdoms, dy-
nasties, and the papacy in Rome. Rule, in medieval Europe, however, was
experienced more over peoples than territories. In fact, territories were
vague and fluid, rather than precise and fixed. Even local rule was rather
spotty and more arbitrary. Government in medieval Europe was personal-
ized, even to the extent that it was often portable. That is, the royal families
would often establish residence in an area and make visits to the various es-
tates, taking their entire government entourage along with them. Repre-
sentatives would be dispatched to collect rent and taxes from the villagers of
the district, creating a more personal relationship between ruler and ruled.
In the fourteenth century, this kind of makeshift arrangement began to
slowly give way to more rationalized forms of rule exercised from a dis-
tance.18 But the point, says historian David Held, is that in the medieval era,
“empires were ruled but they were not governed.”19 They simply lacked the
means to administer an entire kingdom from a centralized location.

The introduction of the cannon in the mid–fifteenth century funda-
mentally changed the nature of political rule. More powerful lords, with
sufficient funds to finance the new military technology, were able to, liter-
ally as well as figuratively, destroy the walls and fortresses of local rulers
and consolidate their holdings over a larger territory. Between 1450 and
1550, many of the thousands of independent principalities and duchies
were weakened or eliminated altogether as central governments became
more powerful.20 Eventually, the monarchies succeeded in disarming the
old medieval warrior-dynasties and replacing them with a single sovereign
rule. By the middle of the seventeenth century, Europe was no longer ruled
by feuding local families but rather by centralized monarchical states.21

The amassing of economic power in the hands of the monarch was of-
ten welcomed by a peasant class tired of being caught up in the ceaseless
warfare between feuding local nobles. The people, at least for a time, were
willing to subject themselves to strong rule from above if it meant making
day-to-day life in their locality a little less precarious and slightly more
bearable.
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Rousseau, however, caught the deeper political significance of the shift
from ruling people to governing territory. In The Social Contract, he wrote,

It is understandable how the combined lands of private individuals
become public territory, and how the right of sovereignty, extending
from the subjects to the ground they occupy, comes to include both
property and person. . . . This advantage does not appear to have
been well understood by ancient kings who, only calling themselves
kings of the Persians, the Scythians, the Macedonians, seem to have
considered themselves leaders of men rather than masters of the
country. Today’s kings more cleverly call themselves Kings of
France, Spain, England, etc. By thus holding the land, they are quite
sure to hold its inhabitants.22

By claiming sovereignty over territory, the monarchies were able to
broaden their claim to power to include power over all the property
within their jurisdictional boundaries, including the property people held
over their own labor, as well as their other worldly holdings. Henceforth,
loyalty to the king became a critical litmus test for securing one’s property
and, by extension, one’s freedom. The centralized authority was now the
only force that could both assure one’s property and take it away.

The first formal recognition in international law of the sovereign
rights of territorial states came in the form of a peace agreement in 1648
that ended the thirty-year war between Lutherans, Calvinists, and Catholics.
The Peace of Westphalia recognized the irreconcilable differences be-
tween the various branches of Christianity and granted territorial rulers
sovereign authority within their own domains to establish matters of reli-
gion, while restricting the rights of other countries to intervene in what
was hereafter to be considered an internal matter within each respective
country. The essential points laid out in the Peace of Westphalia, although
modified over the course of the next three centuries, remained pretty
much the same until the end of World War II.23

The treaty recognized that the world is made up of autonomous and
independent states and that each state is sovereign over the internal affairs
within its fixed territory. Moreover, each state is equal to every other state,
and no superior authority exists over them. Finally, territorial states are
each expected to preserve their own self-interests, and while free to enter
into diplomatic relationships and bilateral or multilateral agreements with
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one another, they also have the right to use force to settle disputes, if nec-
essary.24

For a time, the interests of the new territory-based monarchical rulers
and the emerging capitalist class and bourgeoisie coincided. The new state
powers, anxious to consolidate their rule, needed to generate revenue.
Armies had to be raised, ships had to be built, weapons had to be manufac-
tured, and administrative bureaucracies had to be set up both to control
their own territory and to colonize new territories abroad. It was, therefore,
in the interest of the monarchies to stimulate domestic economic activity.

For their part, the merchants and manufacturers were desirous of re-
forms that would help speed the transition to free trade in national mar-
kets. They sought the elimination of legal and customary restrictions that
hampered labor mobility, pushed for legal enforcement of commercial
contracts backed by the police power of the monarchy, and pressed for
improvements in roads, waterways, and communication to speed com-
merce and expand the geographic range of trade. They also wanted the
centralized political authority to standardize weights and measures and
create a single coinage to reduce transaction costs and expedite commer-
cial activity. The monarchical authority was more than willing to facilitate
the changes and back up the reforms with the full coercive force of the
state because the state, too, had an interest in creating favorable condi-
tions for the flourishing of a national market.

Eventually, however, the mercantilist policies pursued by the new
regimes threw an irreconcilable wedge between the nascent capitalist class
and the government. The states were intent on accumulating precious
metals—gold and silver—to finance their domestic spending and foreign
adventures. They reasoned that the best way to increase their money
holdings was to favor foreign over domestic trade. The strategy was to
heavily regulate domestic production so they could secure high-quality
goods at low prices and then sell the goods abroad for higher prices and be
paid in precious metals.

Under the scheme, their overseas colonies would be restricted to pro-
ducing only cheap raw materials for export back to the parent country and
be forced to buy their finished manufactured goods from the home coun-
try at inflated prices. Any effort in the colonies to manufacture their own
goods for domestic use or for trade abroad was forbidden, and any infrac-
tions were harshly punished.

Many states established their own foreign trading companies to con-
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duct business on their behalf in their colonies. The most powerful and
notorious of these were the Dutch and British East India companies. The
latter boasted its own private army and, at one point, administered most of
India as a surrogate for the British government.

The emphasis on foreign trade greatly benefited the export mer-
chants, but at the expense of the domestic manufacturers. While, at first,
the increase in foreign trade helped expand the home market for manu-
factured goods, the restrictions that governments like Britain’s eventually
placed on the volume of domestic production that could be produced in
order to keep export prices artificially high worked to the disadvantage of
the manufacturers.25

The young capitalist class preferred open markets and free trade, be-
lieving that it was the best way to increase output, optimize their margins,
and improve their profits. The peasantry, the urban working poor, and the
rising middle class all felt the sting of higher prices on domestic products.
They also suffered under the burden of increased taxes to finance govern-
ment spending on armies, weaponry, and wars.

By the late eighteenth century, the breach between the emerging cap-
italist class and the monarchies was irreversible. On June 17, 1789,
deputies of the third estate defied King Louis XVI by establishing their
own National Assembly and demanding a French constitution. A few
months later, the radicals issued the Declaration of the Rights of Man and
the Citizen, which stated, among other things, that “the source of all sov-
ereignty resides essentially in the nation: no body of man, no individual
can exercise authority that does not emanate expressly from it.”26

In a stroke of the pen, government ruled by divine authority, and
passed on by royal inheritance, was dethroned. Henceforth, sovereignty
was to lie with “the nation.” Who comprised “the nation”? The citizens.
And who were the citizens? Those who shared a common lived experience
and were bound together by a collective past and future destiny. The citi-
zen, the nation, and the state were conjoined as a single governing entity
for the first time in history. From now on, government was to be of, by,
and for the people.

The French Revolution was heavily influenced by the United States of
America, which had already fought and won its own revolution to secure
the rights of the people. The Americans and French were engaged in a
radical new kind of political experiment, for which there was little prece-
dent. Historian Anthony Smith writes,
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There was no question in earlier epochs of mobilizing the people to
participate in politics at the center, nor of the need for men, let alone
women, to become politically aware and active “citizens.” Nor, as a
result, was there any interest in providing an infrastructure and in-
stitutions, which would cater to all the needs and interests of the
citizens.27

After the euphoria of declaring themselves sovereign died down, the
French settled on a more restrictive definition of the citizen, “limiting po-
litical rights to men of property and education.”28 The Americans, the
British, and most other new nation-states in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries did so as well. Since it was assumed that the nation-state’s raison
d’être was to protect the property rights of its citizens, it made sense to ex-
tend the vote to only those “men” in society who owned property.

The great shift to modern nation-states, which began with England,
the United States, and France, spread rapidly to other parts of Europe in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Two developments were
particularly important in hastening the transition: the confiscation of
Church land by the emerging bourgeois class, and the coming of the rail-
road and the telegraph.

France and Spain had begun seizing Jesuit properties as early as the
1760s. The forced sale of Church properties continued in Italy, Germany,
and elsewhere. Much of the land was purchased at the auction block for
rock-bottom prices by wealthy bourgeois lawyers. The new landowners
joined forces with the older aristocratic class in the 1850s and 1860s in
support of a private property regime, free trade, national markets, and
centralized nation-state governance.29

Of all the developments that facilitated the transformation to the
modern nation-state, none proved more important than the introduction
of the railroad and the telegraph. These two technologies alone broke
through the ancient spatial and temporal barriers that had kept Europeans
relatively isolated from one another since the fall of the Roman Empire.
In 1780, a stagecoach made the trip from London to Manchester in four
to five days. By 1880, the train could travel the same route in under five
hours.30 The railroad allowed for the quick dispatch of troops across vast
distances, the fast and efficient shipment of raw materials and finished
products to distant markets, and the dramatic increase in the mobility and
range of travelers. The telegraph created instantaneous communication
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between people over great distances and enabled railroads to coordinate
freight and passengers and make tracks safe.

Britain in 1840 had laid down only 2,390 kilometers of track. By 1900,
it had laid out more than 30,079 kilometers of track, connecting every
hamlet, village, town, and city into a national grid. Similarly, France went
from 496 kilometers of track in 1840 to 38,109 kilometers by 1900.31

Principalities and city-states were just too small to handle the poten-
tial “economies of scale” made possible by these revolutionary new trans-
portation and communication technologies. Only expanded national
markets operating across a wide terrain and secured by territorial nation-
state governments could reap the full potential of technologies that were
beginning to annihilate space and time. In the sixteenth century, Europe
was governed by more than five hundred separate entities. By 1900,
twenty-five nation-states governed over most of Europe.32 None of the
political leaders of the time could have imagined the possibility that just a
half century later, the nation-states of Europe, pressed by new spatial and
temporal realities, would begin a new journey, fusing their commercial
and political interests in a union that would eventually subsume much of
the sovereignty of nation-state regimes.

The Last True Believers

What becomes clear in even a cursory examination of the evolution of
capitalist markets and nation-state governments in Europe is that their
development has been anything but smooth. The history of these two pil-
lars of European modernity is checkered with struggle and compromise
all along the way, as competing interests have sought to impose their own
beliefs and agendas onto the process.

Europeans often wonder why we Americans, by contrast, have been so
unquestioning of capitalist theory and so patriotic and loyal to our coun-
try. The difference is that America wasn’t faced with all the labyrinthine
conflicting interests that often impeded the evolution of free markets and
nation-state development in the Old World. The American economic and
political experiment emerged on virgin soil. There were few remnants of
feudalism in the colonies, although one could make the case that the plan-
tation system and slave labor was a close facsimile. Still, we were spared
having to spar with an entrenched nobility and aristocracy. Moreover,
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craft guilds never became a force to reckon with in America. Free labor
existed from the very outset. Capitalists never had to contend with a pre-
existing set of economic relationships that favored set prices over market
prices and placed restrictions on production so that craftsmen could main-
tain control over their respective trades.

Equally important, mercantilism never really took hold in America.
The United States of America was born in rebellion to the mercantilist
policies of the British crown. We fought a revolution to free ourselves
from what we regarded as an intolerable exercise of economic tyranny by
the state, and although we toyed with our own brand of mercantilism in
the early years of the republic, it was a short-lived affair.

Nor did Americans have to wrestle with competing cultural affiliations
in the forging of a national identity. Immigrants that fled to America from
Europe were anxious to leave many of the old ties behind. Starting over
meant accepting the American Dream—free markets and representative
government. That’s why they came here. The fact that English was estab-
lished as the lingua franca made assimilation easier among immigrants
who, in their native lands, had long been separated from one another by
language barriers.

The Americanization of the New World wasn’t friction-free. There
were already Native Americans here when Europeans arrived. The geno-
cide of the American Indian and the internment of their remaining num-
bers have continued to haunt Americans, undermining any claim we
might have about our special moral status among the peoples of the world.
So, too, with regard to slavery. The forced transport and enslavement of
millions of Africans in the American South all but nullified any pretense
we might have entertained about the nobility of the American experiment.

By and large, however, the American project was as free of traditional
encumbrances and conflicting interests as it is possible to be. The capital-
ist class and the government of the country were rarely at odds. It was sim-
ply assumed that the primary role of government was to protect the
private property interests of its citizens, which meant safeguarding a cap-
italist free-market economy. In Europe, however, governments eventually,
if not reluctantly, took on the role of tempering the excesses of the market
by redistributing wealth more equitably to ensure that no one was left
behind.

So, if Americans are the most passionate capitalists and the most pa-
triotic people on Earth, it’s because we view our free-market economy and
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American government as the guarantors of the American Dream. Were
either of these two institutions to begin to fail, or were Americans to come
to believe that either the capitalist system or our representative form of
government were no longer fostering the American Dream but, rather,
undermining it, the stability of the system itself would be cast in doubt—
which is just what’s beginning to happen in the wake of increasing corpo-
rate influence over the political affairs of government, the growing divide
between rich and poor, and the steady downward mobility of middle- and
working-class Americans.

Political observers worry that increasing numbers of Americans are
alienated from the American political process and have come to believe
that special interests—especially big business—run the country. They are
forever pouring over election turnouts for signs of whether Americans are
disengaging from the political process. The numbers are not encouraging.
Nearly 70 percent of all eligible adults voted in the national election in
1964. By 2000, only 55 percent of eligible adults cast a vote in the national
election.33 More important than the slippage in the number of people vot-
ing is the steep decline in the number of people who still believe in the
American Dream. Recall that one out of three Americans say they no
longer believe in the American Dream. If that figure continues to free-fall,
America is in deep trouble. Without the American Dream to bolster us,
there is little left of the public psyche to maintain the American bond.

The problem, however, is that the fall of the American Dream may
be inevitable. In a world that is moving beyond the kind of eighteenth-
century ideological assumptions that gave rise to the American Dream, we
Americans may find ourselves like the proverbial “odd man out,” grossly
out of step with the changes taking place all around us as the human race
enters a global era.
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8
Network Commerce in a
Globalized Economy

HUMANITY FINDS ITSELF, once again, at a crossroad between
a dying old order and the rise of a new age. Revolutionary new
technologies are forcing a fundamental change in our spatial and

temporal consciousness. After two hundred years of living under the do-
minion of national markets and territorial nation-states, human relation-
ships are bursting out of the old institutional seams. A new man and
woman are emerging whose sense of self and perception of the world are
as different from the autonomous, propertied individual of the modern
age as the latter was to the communal individual of the medieval era. The
new consciousness is far more expansive and global in outlook.

The national market and the nation-state suddenly feel a bit too
small and limited to accommodate a world where more and more human
activity—both economic and social—spill over the old edges and spread
out onto the entire globe.

The birth of a new economic system is driving the changes in gover-
nance models, just as it did in the early modern era, when market capital-
ism uprooted the feudal economy and forced a shift in governing models
from city-states and principalities to modern nation-states. This time
around, it’s the national market economy that is being challenged by a
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global network economy and the nation-state that is being partially sub-
sumed by regional political spaces like the European Union. Network
commerce is too quick, too dense, and too globally encompassing to be
constrained by national borders. Nation-states are too geographically lim-
ited to oversee inter-regional and global commerce and harmonize the
growing social and environmental risks that accompany a globalized world.

Every country is facing the pressures of an ever more connected and
interdependent world. But it is European society that appears to be at the
vanguard of the changes taking place, making it the world’s classroom for
rethinking the future.

What’s pushing all of these institutional changes is a communication
revolution that is increasing the speed, pace, flow, density, and connectiv-
ity of commercial and social life. Software, computers, the digitalization of
media, the Internet, and mobile and wireless communications have, in less
than two decades, connected the central nervous system of nearly 20 per-
cent of the human race, at the speed of light, twenty-four hours a day,
seven days a week. Today, one is instantaneously connected, via the World
Wide Web, to literally a billion or more people, and able to communicate
directly with any one of them. Incredibly, the total amount of information
a peasant farmer or an inhabitant of a small village might have been exposed
to in a lifetime two hundred years ago would not be as great as the informa-
tion contained in a single online Sunday edition of The New York Times.

It’s not only the expanded reach and greater access to information that
have been so fundamentally altered but also the speed of exchange be-
tween people. Recall that the standard hour didn’t come into play in
people’s lives until the thirteenth century. Before that time, economic and
social exchange was not dense enough to warrant the segmentation of the
day into twenty-four standard units of measurement. In the medieval era,
one’s daily rounds were as limited and unhurried as they might have been
in antiquity and required only a handful of natural benchmarks to mark
the passage from one activity to another—the medieval day was divided
into sunrise, high noon, and sunset. As human population grew, scattered
hamlets metamorphosed into larger towns and cities, and commerce,
trade, and social intercourse quickened, making it necessary to establish
the hour and then the minute and the second, to organize the dramatic in-
crease in the density and volume of human exchanges.

Over the past decade, two new time segments have been introduced
into social life, both the result of the quickened pace of communication
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between people brought on by the computer and telecommunications
revolutions. The nanosecond and picosecond are so short in duration that
they exist far below the realm of human perception. One second in
duration represents the passage of one billion nanoseconds. While it’s
impossible for the human mind to grasp a nanosecond experientially, in-
formation is now flowing at that speed everywhere in the world.

The market-exchange economy and territory-bound nation-state were
not designed to accommodate a communication revolution that can en-
velop the globe and connect everyone and everything on the planet si-
multaneously. The result is that we are witnessing the birth of a new
economic system and new governing institutions that are as different from
market capitalism and the modern territorial state as the latter were from
the feudal economy and dynastic rule of an earlier era. (We’ll turn our at-
tention to new governing institutions in the next chapter.)

The Birth of a New Economic System

The market economy is far too slow to take full advantage of the speed
and productive potential made possible by the software, communications,
and telecom revolutions. Nor is it just a matter of finding new organiza-
tional formats to upgrade the conduct of business in a market economy.
It’s the market-exchange mechanism itself that is becoming outmoded.

Markets are linear, discrete, and discontinuous modes of operation.
Sellers and buyers come together for a short moment of time to exchange
goods and services, then part. The lapsed time between the completion of
one exchange and the introduction of the next exchange represents the
lost productivity and added cost of doing business that eventually make
markets obsolete.

The new communication technologies, by contrast, are cybernetic, not
linear. They allow for continuous activity. That means that the start-and-
stop mechanism of market exchanges can be replaced with the idea of es-
tablishing an ongoing commercial relationship between parties over time.

For example, consider the Amazon.com way of selling versus the new
music company models for marketing music. Amazon.com operates in a
conventional market-exchange relationship with customers even though
the computer and World Wide Web are used to make the purchase. The
buyer pays for an individual compact disc, and the seller ships it by mail.
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By contrast, in the new network model used by music companies such as
Napster, the user pays a monthly subscription fee that gives him unlimited
access to the music company’s library. In the old Amazon.com model, the
physical CD—the property—is exchanged between seller and buyer,
whereas in the new network model, the user is paying for the time for
which he has access to the music.

In pure networks, property still exists, but it stays with the producer
and is accessed in time segments by the user. Subscriptions, memberships,
rentals, time-shares, retainers, leases, and licensing agreements become
the new medium of exchange. The music company creates a 24/7 com-
modified relationship with the client, making him part of a music net-
work. Now the user is paying for access to the music when he is asleep,
awake, working, as well as when he is listening to the music. The music
company prefers commercializing an ongoing relationship with the user
over a period of time, rather than having to sell each CD as a separate
market transaction. It’s a matter of time and cost.

The music companies maintain a fast, efficient, smooth, and continu-
ous relationship with the client over time, while Amazon.com is slogging
along, having to negotiate each and every transaction as a discrete closed-
end process. In a world where everyone is connected via cyberspace and
information is being exchanged at the speed of light, time—not materials—
becomes the most scarce and valuable resource. In pure networks, pro-
viders and users replace sellers and buyers, and access to the use of goods
in extended time segments substitutes for the physical exchange of goods
between sellers and buyers.

The music companies also favor the network model over discrete mar-
ket transactions because the relationship with the user is more likely to be
sustained into the future. In other words, users are less likely to take their
business elsewhere, as they would were they to enter into a discrete market-
exchange transaction. That’s why automobile companies such as General
Motors and DaimlerChrysler, if they had their way, would never sell an-
other car again. They would much prefer to keep the car and have the user
pay for access to the driving experience through a leasing agreement. This
way, they create a relationship with the client that is more likely to be sus-
tained than if the buyer purchased an automobile. At Ford, the renewal
rate for leasing cars is nearly 50 percent, while 24 percent of customers
who bought their last car from Ford are likely to buy their next car from
the company.1
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Transaction costs and margins also come into play in the shift from
market-exchange models to network models. In a market-exchange econ-
omy, sellers make profit on their margins, and margins are dependent on
transaction costs. But most corporate executives I work with tell me that
their margins are continuing to go down, mainly because of the introduc-
tion of new communications and production technologies, as well as new
methods of organization that are reducing their transaction costs. When
transaction costs approach zero, margins virtually disappear, and market
exchanges are no longer viable ways of conducting business.

Book publishing is a case in point. In a market, I sell my book to a pub-
lisher, who then sends it to a printer. From there, it is shipped to a whole-
saler and then to a retailer, where the customer pays for the product. At each
stage of the process, the seller is marking up the cost to the buyer to reflect
his or her transaction costs. But now, an increasing number of publishers—
especially of textbooks and research books, which require continuous up-
dating—are bypassing all the intermediate steps in publishing a physical
book and the transaction costs involved at each stage of the process. While
Encyclopedia Britannica still charges $1,395 for its twenty-two-volume set
of books, the company sells far fewer physical books. Instead, the company
puts the books’ contents on the World Wide Web, where information can
be updated and accessed continuously. Users now pay a subscription fee to
access the information over an extended period of time. Encyclopedia Bri-
tannica eliminates virtually all the remaining transaction costs of getting the
information to its subscribers. The company has made the transition from
selling a physical product to a buyer to providing the user access to a service
over time. How does a physical book compete with an online book in the fu-
ture, when the latter has reduced the transaction costs so dramatically? The
same process is at work across many industries. (See The Age of Access for a
more detailed analysis.)

In every industry, there are scattered operational examples of “pure”
network models. There are many more instances in which partial net-
works already exist. In these cases, multiple parties come together to share
expertise, knowledge, research facilities, production lines, and marketing
channels. The idea behind the networks is to pool resources and share
risks while improving quality and reducing the time necessary to get
goods and services to end users.

What all these networks have in common is a way of doing business
that differs fundamentally from the market-exchange model articulated
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by Adam Smith and the classical economists and their neoclassical succes-
sors in the twentieth century. The operational assumptions that guide
networks turn much of orthodox market-based economic theory on its head
and open up a new window for rethinking political governance as well.

Recall, Adam Smith argued that the superiority of a market-exchange
economy lies in the ability of each individual to pursue his or her own self-
interest. In An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations,
Smith writes:

Every individual is continually exerting himself to find out the most
advantageous employment for whatever capital he can command. It
is his own advantage, indeed, and not that of society which he has in
view. But the study of his own advantage naturally, or rather neces-
sarily, leads him to prefer that employment which is most advanta-
geous to the society.2

Markets, by their very nature, are adversarial forums. They are arm’s-
length exchanges where each party enters into the negotiation with the
idea of maximizing his own self-interest at the expense of the other party.
Buy cheap, sell dear, and caveat emptor—let the buyer beware—have been
guiding behavioral principles from the very beginning of modern market
relations.

Networks operate on an entirely different principle. Each party enters
into the relationship based on the supposition that by optimizing the ben-
efits of the other parties and the group as a whole, one’s self-interest will
be maximized in the process.

Networks are made up of autonomous firms that give up some of their
sovereignty in return for the benefits of sharing resources and risks in an
extended field of operations. In a network, each party is dependent on re-
sources controlled by another party. The parties become, in effect, a sin-
gle entity engaged in a common task for a period of time.

The film industry was one of the first to shift into a network way of
conducting business. The big studios disaggregated their operations in
the late 1940s and early 1950s. Skilled craftsmen and creative personnel,
who were previously employed in-house, set up their own independent
companies. Now, when a film is done, the major movie studios partially fi-
nance the film and market it, while the executive producers bring together
all of the individual subcontracting firms—the cinematographers, set de-
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signers, editors, etc.—in a short-lived network to make the movie. Often,
the risks are distributed among the key entities, and they each share in the
revenue stream once the film is released.

Sociologist Manuel Castells identifies five primary kinds of networks:
supplier networks, in which firms subcontract for a range of inputs from de-
sign operations to the manufacturing of component parts; producer net-
works, composed of companies that pool their production facilities, financial
resources, and human resources to expand their portfolio of goods and ser-
vices, broaden geographic markets, and reduce up-front risk costs; customer
networks, which link together manufacturers, distributors, marketing chan-
nels, value-added resellers, and end users; standard coalitions, which bring
together as many firms as possible in a given field with the purpose of bind-
ing them to the technical standards established by an industry leader; and
technology cooperation networks, which allow firms to share valuable
knowledge and expertise in the research and development of product lines.3

Cooperative Commerce

The keys to a successful network are reciprocity and trust. Each member
of the network operates out of a sense of “goodwill,” feeling an obligation
to cooperate and assist rather than take advantage of the other parties.
Trust is at the core of network relationships. Caveat emptor is replaced
with the notion that none of the parties “will exploit the vulnerabilities
that partnerships create.”4 When companies enter into networks, they
give up some of the control they enjoy in markets. They have to share
knowledge, make their operations transparent, and allow their partners to
know a lot more about how they conduct business. In short, they give up
some of their autonomy to become part of an extended commercial activ-
ity. In the process, they become exposed and vulnerable. In the market
arena, by contrast, sharing knowledge and making one’s operations trans-
parent would be seen as an error in judgment, allowing competitors to
take advantage of one’s weaknesses. In a network, however, vulnerability is
considered a strength, not a weakness, a signal of trust and a willingness to
work together to everyone’s mutual benefit.

Networks rely as much on the informal social ties of the participants
as on the formal arrangements between the parties. The more embedded
individual players become with each other, the more likely they will be
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willing to open up and share valuable knowledge, expertise, and often vi-
tal business data with others. One prominent CEO put the value of em-
beddedness this way:

Of course [opportunism] can be a problem, but do you think that I
would ever have made such a close relationship with this guy over so
many years if I thought he would screw me if he had a chance?
That’s why he has so much business. I can trust him.5

The close relationships between the players in a network often give
them the lead over companies engaged in old-fashioned adversarial arm’s-
length market exchanges. Brian Uzzi, writing on the value of structured
embeddedness in the American Sociological Review, notes,

Embedded ties promote, and enable the greatest access to, certain
kinds of exchanges that are particularly beneficial for reducing mon-
itoring costs, quickening decision-making, and enhancing organiza-
tional learning and adaptation. These benefits not only accrue to the
individual firms of a network connected via embedded ties, but to
the network as a whole.6

The advantages of embeddedness become apparent when many com-
panies work together on a common project that is complex and requires
putting everyone’s heads together. The more each knows about the oth-
ers’ expertise, perspectives, and approaches, and the more each member is
willing to share his or her own ideas, the greater the likelihood of success.
In cutting-edge high-technology industries and in the retail sector, where
being first to market with an innovation is critical to success, being able to
pool knowledge among a broad group of players, each of whom under-
stands a specific part of the process, can result in quicker problem-solving.
Said another CEO,

When you deal with a guy you don’t have a long relationship with, it
can be a big problem. Things go wrong and there’s no telling what
will happen. With my guys [referring to embedded ties], if some-
thing goes wrong, I know we’ll be able to work it out. I know his
business and he knows mine.7
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Networks also facilitate the exchange of vital industry information
that would not necessarily be available to a firm operating as an au-
tonomous agent in an adversarial market. Uzzi reports on one manufac-
turer who “passes on critical information about next season’s hot sellers
only to his close (network) ties; thus giving them an advantage in meeting
future demands.”8

In a global economy where competition is stiff and the difference be-
tween success and failure often hinges on subtle variations in the quality of
goods and services, networks often enjoy an advantage over individual
market players. One clothing manufacturer said,

If we have a factory that is used to making our stuff, they know how
it’s supposed to look. They know a particular style. It is not always
easy to make a garment just from the pattern, especially if we rushed
the pattern. But a factory that we have a relationship with will see the
problem when the garment starts to go together. They will know
how to work the fabric to make it look the way we intended.9

A sense of indebtedness is at the heart of the network model. It’s the
feeling that “we’re all in this thing together” and need to go the extra mile
to support others in the network, in good times as well as bad. One CEO
explained what indebtedness means in his own firm’s relationships with its
network partners.

I tell them [subcontractors] that in two weeks I won’t have much
work. You better start to find other work. [At other times] . . . when
they are not so busy we try to find work . . . for our key contractors.
We will put a dress into work . . . to keep the contractor going . . .
where we put work depends on [who] needs to work [to survive].10

What’s ultimately driving the shift to a network model is time scarcity.
Organizational theorists Candace Jones and Stephen Borgatti of Boston
College and William Hesterly of Utah’s David Eccles School of Business
observe that the old economic model that relies on sequential market ex-
changes between clients, suppliers, and distributors to coordinate complex
tasks and get new products to end users is just too slow and outdated. Net-
works that coordinate the expertise of all the players in the commercial
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mix, from suppliers upstream to distributors and even end users down-
stream, in a single team approach, have the clear edge in reducing the lead
time in getting new products and services out the door. Certainly that has
been the case in the semiconductor, computer, film, and fashion fields,
where product life cycles are often measured in weeks and months rather
than years. Networks are also better positioned to reduce costs in com-
petitive markets like the auto industry.11

Networks spawn greater creativity and innovation for the simple rea-
son that they have a larger pool of the best minds to draw from. Walter W.
Powell says that when one compares the advantages and disadvantages of
the various business models, it becomes clear that

passing information up or down a corporate hierarchy or purchasing
information in the marketplace is merely a way of processing infor-
mation or acquiring a commodity. In either case the flow of infor-
mation is controlled. No new meanings or interpretations are
generated. In contrast, networks provide a context for learning by
doing. As information passes through a network, it is both freer and
richer; new connections and new meanings are generated, debated,
and evaluated.12

When commercial transactions were fewer, when the lead time for a
new product introduction was longer, and when there was still plenty of
untapped and unexploited consumer market potential, market exchanges
and hierarchical ways of organizing business made sense. Giant, vertically
configured companies with hierarchically controlled management could
produce standardized products with long life cycles, allowing them to
amortize their costs while maintaining centralized control over research
and development, production schedules, and distribution channels. And
the slow pace of discrete and discontinuous market exchanges was still suf-
ficient to keep up with consumer demand.

In the past twenty years, a number of factors have changed the com-
mercial context. The dramatic increase in the cost of energy, the escalat-
ing costs and risks associated with research and development, the ever
shorter life cycle of goods and services, increased labor costs, the con-
sumer preference for more customized just-in-time products, global com-
petition, and smaller profit margins have all contributed to making the
market-exchange and hierarchical models increasingly obsolete.
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Global commerce is becoming more dense and sped up. No single
firm can effectively compete as an autonomous agent working solely
through a market-exchange mechanism. Today, going it alone is a pre-
scription for extinction. Only by pooling resources and sharing risks and
revenue streams in network-based relationships can firms survive. This
means giving up some autonomy in return for the entrepreneurial advan-
tages and security that come with networked arrangements. While com-
petition still exists among firms—markets aren’t disappearing any time
soon—cooperation in the form of outsourcing, co-sourcing, gain-sharing,
and shared saving agreements are increasingly becoming the norm.

In a globalized economy where everyone is connected and ever more in-
terdependent, the idea of autonomous free agents maximizing their individ-
ual self-interests in simple exchange transactions in markets seems woefully
out of date. A network, in a very real sense, is the only corporate model ca-
pable of organizing a world of such speed, complexity, and diversity.

Although the network model is becoming more popular, little attention
has been paid to the way networks change our very concept of the role of
property and the philosophy of commerce. There has been even less dis-
cussion of the long-term implications that flow from a deep change in per-
sonal behavior that goes with the transition to the new economic model.

The first thing to understand about the shift from markets to networks
is that borders become less fixed and more porous. In markets, borders are
critical. A possession is an extension of one’s personal territory. It is exclu-
sive to the owner. Sir William Blackstone, in his Commentaries on the Laws
of England, wrote that property is “that despotic dominion that one man
claims and exercises over the external things of the world, in total exclu-
sion of the right of any other individual in the universe.”13

In a market-based regime, property is rarely meant to be shared but
only possessed or exchanged. The status of property is unimpeachable. It
is either “mine or thine.” The time and place of the exchange between
seller and buyer represent the frontier where the property leaves one hand
and is transferred into another. The negotiation of the transaction is an
adversarial event. Both parties hope to gain at the other’s expense. That’s
why it’s called competition. To win is to come away from the exchange
with greater value in personal holdings. The goal of market exchange of
property is to enlarge one’s territorial dominion.

In networks, both physical and intellectual property stay with the pro-
ducer and are shared with one or more other parties. Knowledge, infor-
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mation, and know-how, which are all forms of property, are similarly
shared. What’s mine is also thine. The clear territorial boundaries that
mark private property regimes in an age of market transactions melt.
What was once a frontier separating the parties becomes common ground.
Unlike market exchanges, which are expected to result in winners and los-
ers, in network relationships, shared activity is expected to result in what
is now called “win-win” situations.

The more conventional idea that competition for scarce resources is
the essential nature of human behavior—the Hobbes/Darwin ethic—
gives way to the radical notion that cooperation is more vital to one’s sur-
vival and advancement. If that is the case, then what are the implications
for how we define personal freedom?

Belongings vs. Belonging

Recall that in the market era, freedom is defined as autonomy. One is free
to the extent one is not dependent or beholden on another. To be inde-
pendent, one needs to be propertied. With property, one can enjoy exclu-
sivity and freedom. How does one secure property? By competing with
others in an adversarial market setting. Network commerce suggests the
very opposite definition of freedom. One’s freedom is secured by belong-
ing, not by belongings. To belong, one needs access. With access, one can
enjoy the freedom that goes with inclusivity. Freedom is found in shared
relationships rather than isolation.

If freedom means the power to experience the full potential of one’s
being in the world, is that potential fulfilled by being walled off from oth-
ers and surrounded by territorial boundaries, or by deep communion with
others on common ground? The “deathbed” test is the best judge of
which of the two definitions of freedom is closer to the mark. Contrast the
man or woman who spent a lifetime collecting possessions and pursuing
autonomy with the man or woman who spent a lifetime exploring rela-
tionships and pursuing intimacy. Which of these two can be said to have
optimized the full potential of their being, resulting in the most freedom?

Network commerce has consequences that go far beyond just a busi-
ness model. Its assumptions about how best to optimize the individual
good are deeply at odds with how we have come to define appropriate
behavior and the good life in the modern era. Markets are based on mis-
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trust, networks on trust. Markets are based on the pursuit of self-interest,
networks on shared interest. Markets are arm’s-length transactions,
networks are intimate relationships. Markets are competitive, networks
are cooperative.

The changing nature of how we think about our relationship to prop-
erty is forcing a fundamental re-appraisal of the human condition, just as
it did in the early modern era, when our ideas about property radically
changed. The “great transformation” from proprietary obligations on the
feudal commons to property exchange in a market economy marked a wa-
tershed in our thinking about the nature and purpose of human inter-
course. Likewise, today the transition from property exchange in markets
to access relationships in networks is again changing the assumptions
about the nature of human activity.

Unfortunately, there’s been scant discussion, either in academia or in
public policy circles, about how to reconstruct our theories of property
relations to bring them in line with the reality of network commerce
operating in a globalized economy. A few scholars, however, have made
attempts at revising our notions of property. The most important contri-
bution to the discussion, thus far, comes from the late University of
Toronto professor Crawford MacPherson, considered by many of his col-
leagues to be one of the distinguished contemporary authorities on the
philosophy and history of property. (I first introduced MacPherson’s ideas
in The Age of Access, published in 2000.)

MacPherson starts his analysis by reminding us that our current
concept of property is largely an invention of the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries. We are so used to thinking of property as the right to
exclude others from the use or benefit of something, says MacPherson,
that we’ve lost sight of the fact that in previous times, property was also
defined as the right not to be excluded from the use or enjoyment of
something. MacPherson resurrects the older sense of property, the right
of access to property held in common—the right to navigate water-
ways, walk along commonly used country lanes, and enjoy access to the
public square.

While this dual notion of property still exists, the right of public access
and inclusion is becoming increasingly marginalized and diminished by
the right of private ownership and exclusion, as the market economy
comes to dominate more and more of the social domain. Consider the ex-
ample of the changing pattern of home ownership in the U.S. Over the
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past forty years, growing numbers of Americans have taken up ownership
in what are called common interest developments (CIDs). In these gated
communities, not only are the homes privately owned, but even the streets,
sidewalks, town squares, and parks are privately owned by the members
who live there. Nonmembers often must seek permission at the gates to
drive down the streets, walk on the sidewalks, stroll in the parks, or visit
shops in the square. More than forty-seven million Americans—nearly
one-sixth of the American population—already live in these private com-
munities, and the numbers are growing dramatically.14 CIDs may become
the dominant living arrangement by mid-century.

We Americans have, in just two centuries, come up against a basic con-
tradiction that lies at the heart of the American Dream. We have long
sought both autonomy and mobility and believe that the two are mutually
reinforcing. Now millions of Americans have transformed large swaths of
America’s public space into privatized communities, denying millions of
other Americans access to and mobility through whole parts of America.
A country that once prided itself on its openness and expansiveness—its
lack of boundaries—is being systematically walled off into exclusive do-
mains at an alarming rate, changing the very character of the American
landscape and the American experience. There is nothing comparable to
this vast privatization of living space in Europe.

MacPherson notes that a private property regime was used for struc-
turing human relationships in a world of physical scarcity. Now, notes
MacPherson, at least for the top 20 percent of income earners, securing
the right to a material revenue has been solved, and therefore their inter-
est is turning to the more expansive and deeper issue of securing a quality
of life. MacPherson argues, in turn, that property needs to be redefined to
include the “right to an immaterial revenue, a revenue of enjoyment of the
quality of life.”15 He suggests that “such a revenue can only be reckoned as
a right to participate in a satisfying set of social relations.”16

In a society of true abundance, the idea of excluding others becomes
increasingly unimportant in structuring property relationships. If every-
one has more than he or she needs, then what practical benefit is there in
excluding others? In a society that has vanquished scarcity, immaterial val-
ues assume greater importance, especially the pursuit of self-fulfillment
and personal transformation. The right not to be excluded from “a full
life” becomes the most important property value people hold. Property in
the new era, argues MacPherson, “needs to become a right to participate
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in a system of power relations which will enable the individual to live a
fully human life.”17

Of course, for the four-fifths of the human race who still labor under
conditions of abject poverty or bare subsistence, economist Hernando de
Soto’s plea to catch up with the wealthy nations by establishing a private
property regime, like the one Europe and America have enjoyed for the
last two hundred years, makes some sense.

There is, however, another reason why the developed societies find
themselves between an old property regime based on the exchange of
products in markets and a new property regime based on the right of ac-
cess to one another’s assets in networks—that is, the increase in vulnera-
bility that inevitably accompanies the change in the complexity and
density of human interactions and the shrinking of space and time in a
globalized world.

I had the opportunity, twenty-three years ago, to visit with the late Ilya
Prigogine, the Belgian physical chemist. His theory of “dissipative struc-
tures,” for which he won a Nobel Prize, offers some guidelines as to why
our thinking about property relations and our notions of freedom are rad-
ically changing.

Prigogine brings together assumptions from thermodynamics and cy-
bernetics in his analysis. He observes that all living things as well as many
nonliving things are dissipative structures. That is, they maintain their
structure by the continuous flow of energy through their system. The flow
of energy keeps the system in a constant state of flux. The fluctuations are
generally small and can be adjusted to by negative feedback. However, oc-
casionally, says Prigogine, the fluctuations may become so great that the
system is unable to adjust, and positive feedback takes over. The fluctua-
tions feed off themselves, and the amplification can easily overwhelm the
whole system. When that happens, the system either collapses or reor-
ganizes itself. If it is able to reorganize itself, the new dissipative structure
will exhibit a higher order of complexity and integration and a greater
flow-through than its predecessor. Each successive ordering, because it is
more complex than the one preceding it, is even more vulnerable to fluc-
tuations, collapse, or reordering. Prigogine believes that increased com-
plexity creates the condition for evolutionary development.

Our complex, high-energy flow-through global economy is a prime
example of Prigogine’s dissipative structures. A dramatic change in energy
flux anywhere in the system can traumatize the entire system and lead to
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either collapse or reorganization to a higher, more complex level of per-
formance. In the modern era, when distances were still significant, time
was more plentiful, and density of exchange less tight, energy fluctuations
anywhere in the world were generally localized in their impact, rarely af-
fecting the entire planet. That is no longer the case. In a globalized econ-
omy where space and time are increasingly dense, and everything is more
interdependent, any event occurring anywhere in the system can make
everything else in the system vulnerable. Networks are the only business
models that can accommodate a vulnerable high-risk global economy.
Networks bring together interested parties with the specific objective of
pooling resources and risk to mitigate losses. Only by cooperating in ex-
tended business-to-business and business-to-consumer networks can firms
enjoy the kind of just-in-time information, knowledge, and response ca-
pacity to adjust rapidly to fluctuations anywhere across the entire global
economy.

In the modern era, when there was still an expansive frontier of un-
tapped resources, labor, and potential wealth to tap all over the world, the
combative, autonomous individual—the cowboy mentality—was the ideal
commercial prototype, and the market mechanism was the most effective
arrangement to expropriate and exploit the many economic possibilities.

In the new global commercial playing field of increasing complexity
and interdependence, opportunities are increasingly modeled around
shared vulnerabilities and pooled risks rather than around exclusive self-
interest and individual entrepreneurial gambles. In a global risk economy,
trust, reciprocity, and cooperation become more important survival values
than go-it-alone rugged individualism and adversarial behavior.

THE SAME GLOBAL CONDITIONS that are forcing a new cooperative
economic model to the fore, based on network architecture, are affecting
the political arena as well. Nation-states can no longer go it alone in a
dense, interdependent world. Like transnational companies, they are
slowly coming together in cooperative networks to better accommodate
the realities of a high-risk globalized society. The European Union is the
most advanced example of the new transnational governing model, and
for that reason, its successes and failures are being closely watched in
every region of the world as nation-state leaders rethink the art of gover-
nance in a global era.
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9
The “United States”
of Europe

THE EUROPEAN UNION is the third-largest governing institu-
tion in the world. Its 455 million citizens are spread out over a
landmass that is half the size of the continental United States. In

the course of the next two years, its people will ratify a constitution, pledg-
ing their lives and fortunes, and tying their personal and collective destiny
to its political success.

What Is Europe?

All in all, the EU is a remarkable feat, especially when one stops to reflect
on the fact that even its architects are unsure of exactly what the EU rep-
resents. The problem is that there has never been any governing institu-
tion like the EU. It is not a state, even though it acts like one. Its laws
supercede the laws of the twenty-five nations that make it up and are
binding. It has a single currency—the euro—that is used by many of its
members. It regulates commerce and trade and coordinates energy, trans-
portation, communications, and, increasingly, education across the many
national borders that make it up. Its citizens all enjoy a common EU pass-
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port. It has a European Parliament, which makes laws, and a European
Court, whose judicial decisions are binding on member countries and the
citizens of the EU. And, it has a president and a military force. In many of
the most important particulars that make up a state, the EU qualifies. Yet,
it cannot tax its citizens, and its member states still enjoy a veto on any de-
cision that might commit their troops to be employed.

Most important of all, the EU is not a territory-bound entity. Al-
though it coordinates and regulates activity that takes place within the ter-
ritorial boundaries of its nation-state members, it has no claim to territory
and is, in fact, an extra-territorial governing institution. This is what
makes the EU unique.

Nation-states are geographically defined governing institutions that
control specific territory. Even dynasties and empires claimed ultimate
control over the territory of their subject kingdoms. The only faint histor-
ical parallel to the EU is the Holy Roman Empire of the eighth to the early
nineteenth centuries. In that period, the Vatican claimed ultimate sover-
eignty over the principalities, city-states, and kingdoms of much of West-
ern and Northern Europe. In reality, the Holy See’s actual influence over
territory-related matters was more moral and ethereal than enforceable.

The member states of the European Union still control the territory
they represent, but their once absolute power over geography has been
steadily eroded by EU legislative encroachments. For example, the Schengen
Agreement, an EU agreement forged in 1985, gives the European Union
the power to create a Europe-wide set of rules governing immigration
into the EU, and even includes a European police force to protect the
EU’s members’ borders. The individual states, however, still retain the
right to decide how many immigrants to allow into their country and to
designate which countries outside the EU they can emigrate from. Once
an émigré becomes a citizen in a member country, he or she is allowed full
reign to take up residence anywhere else in the Union and be granted the
full protection of whichever host country he or she settles in. Citizens of
EU member countries not only have the right to establish residence in an-
other member country but can even vote and run for office in local elec-
tions and European parliamentary elections, only not in the national
elections of any second country they may be living in.

Because the EU itself is not bound by territorial constraints, it can
continue to bring new states under its umbrella. Indeed, the EU’s criteria
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for membership is value-based rather than geographically conditioned. In
theory, any country can apply for membership and, if it fulfills the qualifi-
cations, be admitted into the Union. The open-ended and inclusive na-
ture of this new kind of governing institution has caused concern among
existing members and tensions among prospective candidate nations.
Some argue that even though membership is value-based, it ought to be
limited only to those countries that make up “historical Europe.” The
problem is, historians disagree as to exactly what constitutes historical Eu-
rope. Geographers say there is no such thing as the European continent.
Yet others argue that Europe begins at the edge of the Atlantic Ocean and
extends across Europe into Russia and even to Turkey to the southeast. Is
Russia part of Europe or Asia? Is Turkey part of Europe or the Middle
East? Recall, the Ottoman Empire controlled parts of Europe at various
times. So is Europe part of the Middle East?

Many claim that Europe is tied by a common cultural thread and point
to its Greco-Roman roots, Christendom, and the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment as proof that Europe exists. Europe, they say, is a state of
mind that results from a shared past and common destiny. Again, the
problem is that history has not unfolded in the tidy fashion that Euro-
enthusiasts project. For example, in the ancient Greco-Roman world, the
idea of Europe never extended north of Gaul and the British Isles. Cer-
tainly the Nordic countries were not considered part of what the ancients
regarded as “Europa.”

The Catholic Church argues that Christianity is the cultural glue that
constitutes Europe. But how do we explain the fact that Islam ruled over
parts of Europe from the eighth century to the early twentieth century?

Nor are these simply academic questions. There is a heated debate,
both inside the Union and out, on whether to admit Turkey and eventu-
ally even Russia to membership. And there is the related question of
broadening the Union’s associational ties to include North Africa and the
Middle East.

Where, then, does the European Union end? No one knows. EU ob-
servers use the term “variable geometry” to encompass all of the possible
combinations that might make up this new governing experiment. If it’s
hard to grasp exactly what the EU is, it is because it is continuously meta-
morphosing into new forms as it adjusts to fast-moving new realities. The
EU is, in actuality, the first really post-modern governing institution. If it
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seems amorphous and less fixed, that’s because it is navigating in a world
of perpetual novelty. In the global era, duration has shortened to near si-
multaneity, and history has given way to an ever changing now. Geogra-
phy, in turn, is no longer experienced contiguously and in terms of
distances but rather as a patchwork of patterns that brings disparate places
together in shared activities. For example, regions like Baden-Württem-
berg, Rhônes-Alpes, Lombardy, and Catalonia are now united in close
commercial, social, and political networks that leapfrog across their exist-
ing nation-state borders.1 Many regions of Europe now have more inti-
mate activity with consort regions far removed from their own geography.

Unlike past states and empires, whose origins are embedded in the
myth of heroic victories on the battlefield, the EU is novel in being the
very first mega-governing institution in all of history to be born out of the
ashes of defeat. Rather than commemorate a noble past, it sought to en-
sure that the past would never be repeated. After a thousand years of un-
remitting conflict, war, and bloodshed, the nations of Europe emerged
from the shadows of two world wars, in the span of less than half a century,
decimated: their population maimed and killed, their ancient monuments
and infrastructure lying in ruins, their worldly treasures depleted, and
their way of life destroyed. Determined that they would never again take
up arms against one another, the nations of Europe searched for a politi-
cal mechanism that could bring them together and move them beyond
their ancient rivalries.

In 1948, at the Congress of Europe, Winston Churchill pondered the
future of a continent wracked by centuries of war and offered his own vi-
sion of a European Dream. He said, “We hope to see a Europe where men
of every country will think of being a European as of belonging to their
native land, and . . . wherever they go in this wide domain . . . will truly
feel, ‘Here I am at home.’”2 Jean Monnet, who more than any other single
individual was responsible for creating the idea of a common European
community among formerly divided peoples and countries, understood
how difficult it would be to fulfill Churchill’s dream. The problem, noted
Monnet, is that “Europe has never existed; one has genuinely to create
Europe.”3 This meant making people aware of their Europeanness.

The preamble to the 1957 Treaty of Rome, which established the Eu-
ropean Community, states unequivocally that the aim is “to lay the foun-
dations for an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe.”4 The
grand hope was “to substitute for age-old rivalries the merging of their
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essential interests; to create, by establishing an economic community, the
bases of broader and deeper community among peoples long divided by
bloody conflicts; and to lay the foundations for institutions which will give
direction to a destiny henceforward shared.”5 Here was the first political
entity in history whose very reason for existence was “to build peace.”6

Today, two-thirds of the people living across the European Union say
they feel “European.” Six out of ten EU citizens say they feel very attached
or fairly attached to Europe, while one-third of European youth between
the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five say they “now regard themselves as
more European than as nationals of their home country.”7 The World
Economic Forum’s own survey of European leaders found that 92 percent
of them see their “future identification as mainly or partly European, not
national.”8 Although difficult to fathom, this extraordinary change in how
people perceive themselves has occurred in less than half a century.

Forging a Union

From the very beginning, the process of forging a common European
community ran up against the other side of a paradox: that the architects
of the new, more interdependent, and expansive governing model were
nation-states, whose very reason for existence was based on exclusive con-
trol of territory, the contestation and seizure of other countries’ lands, and
the sequestration of people within their borders who owed their allegiance
and loyalty to the state. Breaking open the nation-state container to al-
low “a closer union among the peoples of Europe” threatened the long-
standing sovereignty of nation-states, undermining their hegemony and
rule. The question has always been, Would there be more to be gained
than lost in sacrificing a degree of national sovereignty in return for a
greater measure of security and opportunity? At each turning point in the
fifty-year development of the Union, the nations and peoples of Europe
have narrowly voted yes to a rewriting of the political contract, conferring
more authority to the Union, while giving up an increasing share of their
national sovereignty in the process.

The journey to union began with the creation of the European Coal
and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1951.9 Many European intellectuals and
political leaders argued that the long-standing economic rivalry between
Germany and France was at the heart of the lingering conflict in Europe,
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and a major cause of war that periodically engulfed the continent. Jean
Monnet proposed the idea of merging the coal and steel production of
Germany and France, especially along the long-contested industrial cor-
ridor that bordered the Ruhr and Saar rivers. The ECSC Treaty of Paris,
signed by France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxem-
bourg, provided for the creation of a supernational high authority with
broad regulatory powers, a council with legislative powers, a political as-
sembly, and even a European Court of Justice.10 The new entity would
have the power to bind the member states under the umbrella of a higher
authority for the very first time. The intent was to set the stage for a
broader union.11

In 1957, the six member states of the ECSC signed the Treaty of
Rome, broadening their mission to include the creation of a European
Economic Community. The EEC’s mandate called for the establishment
of a common market and included the harmonization of taxation, the
elimination of internal customs barriers, and the enactment of rules gov-
erning capitalism and the free deployment of labor. A legislative body was
set up comprised of representatives of each member state, a commission
was created and given executive power, a European Parliament was estab-
lished with limited advisory and legislative oversight, and the European
Court of Justice was given broad judicial review power. The new Euro-
pean Economic Community enjoyed an international legal identity. It
could enter into diplomatic relations and negotiate treaties on behalf of its
member countries just like nation-states. The Treaty of Rome and the es-
tablishment of the European Economic Community meant that member
states no longer had the right to act alone in economic matters.12

The six states also entered into a separate agreement to create a coop-
erative venture to develop nuclear power across their territories. The Eu-
ropean Atomic Energy Community (EURATOM) came about because
the six countries realized that only by pooling their investments and shar-
ing the technology could they afford to compete with the U.S. and the
USSR in the nuclear power field.13 In 1965, the ECSC, EURATOM, and
the EEC merged.

The EEC Treaty gave the body the power to set a common agricul-
tural policy for the member states, as well as to establish a common trans-
port policy, a customs union, and a common policy to govern external
trade.14 The architects of the EEC were mindful that greater economic
union would necessitate a more free and mobile labor force that could
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seek employment and take up residence across national boundaries. The
treaty created four basic rights: the right of citizens to move between
states; the right to establish residence in another state; the right to work in
another state; and the right to move capital between countries.15

Until very recently, most Americans, and possibly an equal number of
Europeans, viewed the European Economic Community and its succes-
sor, the European Union, as little more than a common market that could
give its member states the advantages that come with a larger unified in-
ternal trade zone. Its early architects and visionaries even promoted the
idea publicly in order to gain acceptance for the Union. Privately, how-
ever, they were clear, from the very beginning, that they had a far more
ambitious agenda in mind. Jean Monnet, the founding father of the
Union, declared early on that “we are not forming coalitions between
states, but union among people.”16 Monnet and others believed that the
only long-term solution that could guarantee a peaceful and prosperous
Europe was the surrendering of more national sovereignty to a broader
political union. They realized, however, that sporting an overt political
agenda would backfire and create resistance by the member states—all of
whom were anxious to increase their economic clout by joining together
in common cause in the commercial arena. For the most part, national
leaders saw the union as a way to further national objectives, strengthen
their own domestic agendas, and secure their national sovereignty. In a
world dominated at the time by two superpowers, the U.S. and the USSR,
the six member nations reasoned that only by pooling their economic re-
sources could they hope to compete. It was the fear of being swallowed up
that pushed the member states along to greater levels of economic inte-
gration.

But big-picture players like Monnet, Robert Schumann, German
chancellor Konrad Adenauer, and, later, Jacques Delors, the president of
the European Commission, saw the Union in far more visionary terms.
Their strategy was to move incrementally with technical and economic
measures designed to increasingly bring member states together in a
seamless, interdependent, commercial web of relationships. Each small
step of economic integration would result in a slight, sometimes imper-
ceptible erosion of their national sovereignty. None of the steps alone,
they figured, would be enough to arouse the ire of member states and
threaten the furtherance of the Union. The upshot of this piecemeal strat-
egy would be that “one day the national governments would awaken to
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find themselves enmeshed in a ‘spreading web of international activities
and agencies,’ from which they would find it almost impossible to extri-
cate themselves.

To a large measure, the strategy paid off. Economic pressures in 
the post-world War II era propelled European countries toward union.
The United States provided the main stimulus. The Bretton Woods Agree-
ment, which also set up the International Monetary Fund and World
Bank, was an attempt to create a global commercial market to foster U.S.
economic development. Anxious to impose a global set of rules that
would encourage free trade, the U.S. established the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1947.

The U.S. was particularly concerned with the dire straights of war-
torn Europe. With the Soviet Union already occupying Central and
Eastern Europe, and with powerful Communist political parties in France
and Italy, the U.S. worried that much of Europe might fall to the Soviets.
To ensure against a Communist takeover, the U.S. embarked on a two-
prong program to secure Western Europe in the post-war era. It estab-
lished the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949, whose
mission was to create and deploy an integrated American and European
military force that could defend Western Europe from Soviet aggression.
The U.S. also launched an economic recovery initiative to resurrect the
economies of Western Europe, in the belief that it would be the best means
of slowing the advance of Communist political parties in France, Italy,
and elsewhere, and lowering the threat of Soviet influence.

The Marshall Plan, named after its architect, Secretary of State
George Marshall, provided more than $25 billion of economic develop-
ment assistance to Europe in the late 1940s and early 1950s.18 But the
funds came with conditions. To continue receiving aid, European nations
would need to prepare the ground for “the formation of a single large
market within which quantitative restriction on the movements of goods,
monetary barriers to the flow of payments and, eventually, all tariffs are
permanently swept away.”19

European countries were also favorably disposed to creating a com-
mon market, but for different reasons. Worried that they would be
squeezed by the superpowers and risk becoming a satellite to one or the
other, they saw the pooling of their economic resources and talents as a
way to gain sufficient advantage to claim a measure of economic inde-
pendence.
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Both parties served to gain from the creation of a European common
market. A strong Western European economy would hold off the Com-
munist menace and create a market for U.S. investment abroad. A Euro-
pean common market would give European nations the security and
freedom they needed to revive their ailing national economies and assure
their continued existence. And underlying these more strategic economic
considerations was the belief that by joining together, the nations of Eu-
rope might at long last put an end to centuries of warfare among them-
selves.

The European Economic Community expanded in the 1970s and
1980s, adding the United Kingdom, Ireland, Denmark, Spain, Greece, and
Portugal to its ranks. While the economic devastation of World War II
provided an impetus to create a European community, the oil shock of
1973 added new urgency to efforts aimed at integration. The global re-
cession that followed on the heels of the spike in oil prices imposed by the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) threatened to
undermine the carefully designed social welfare regimes put in place in
Western European nations. The Thatcher-Reagan economic revolution
of the 1980s, with its emphasis on deregulation of government-owned
businesses and the further liberalization of global trade, put additional
pressure on member nations of the European community. Greater inte-
gration was the only viable means for member countries to stay afloat in
troubled times.

The Single European Act (SEA) of 1987 brought the member states a
giant step closer to union, while subtly eroding the national sovereignty of
the individual countries. Among its many sweeping provisions was the ex-
tension of new powers to the European Parliament. For the first time, the
parliament was to be consulted before the adoption of new legislation by
the European community. The parliament was also given the power of
veto on the admittance of new states and on agreements made with states
outside the community. Equally important, qualified majority voting was
introduced in many areas where unanimous votes of member states were
previously required. Finally, the community established the idea of “Ex-
clusive Community Competence,” which prohibited member states from
acting alone in a number of critical areas that had previously been the pre-
rogative of national governments, including matters related to economic
and monetary union, social cohesion, research and technology develop-
ment, and environmental policies.20
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The SEA effectively weakened the power exercised by the council,
which was made up of the heads of the member states. Why would mem-
ber governments willingly surrender their sovereignty and cede more
power to the Union? Because the SEA was presented as a purely technical
treaty designed to further economic and fiscal integration, member states
all found something to bolster their vision of the role of the community.
The arch-confederalists, who favored economic but not political union,
hoped that a more integrated market would strengthen their national
economies and shore up their political regimes. Those who supported a
more federal political union hoped that closer economic integration
would make the individual member states more interdependent and re-
liant on the Union, eventually drawing more political power away from
their respective states and toward Brussels.21

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Empire in
Central and Eastern Europe in 1989 forced the community to revise its
mission once again. Recall that the Cold War and the division of Europe
into two competing blocs after World War II played a key role in the ini-
tial formation of the European community. It was to be an economic and
political bulwark against Russian aggression. Now that the Cold War was
over, Europe had to turn its attention to the prospects of a reunited Ger-
many and an integrated Europe that stretched from the Atlantic seaboard
to the Russian border. Again, external events pushed the member states
even closer to union.

The Maastricht Treaty of 1992 transformed the European Economic
Community into the European Union. The sweeping provisions of the
treaty made clear, once and for all, that the Union was to be far more than
a common economic market. The newly constituted European Union was
to be built upon three pillars.22 Member nations agreed to the introduc-
tion of a single EU-wide currency—the euro—by January 1, 1999. Mem-
ber states agreed to extend intergovernmental cooperation to include a
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP). Finally, the members
agreed to establish regulations governing Justice and Home Affairs ( JHA),
including the granting of common rights to all European citizens, fur-
thering police cooperation among the states, and harmonizing immigra-
tion and asylum policies across the Union.23 The states also agreed to
broaden EU membership and began entertaining applications from Cen-
tral, Eastern, and Mediterranean European states. (Austria, Sweden, and
Finland joined the Union in 1995, and ten Central, Southern, and Eastern
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European countries—the Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovenia, and Slovakia—officially joined
in May 2004.)24

The treaty created new bodies. The Committee of the Regions gave
the regions of Europe an official voice, for the first time, in European
community affairs. Recognition of the regions served to further weaken
nation-state sovereignty. Now, 222 regions from Catalonia to Lombardy
were to be officially represented in Brussels, giving them direct access to
one another, the member states, and the EU governing machinery, with-
out having to be represented exclusively by their nation-states.25 The Co-
hesion Fund was established to assist states whose economic development
lagged behind the rest of the Union’s members.

The Maastricht agreement also introduced the concept of Europe-
wide citizenship and gave the European Parliament additional powers.26

The Maastricht Treaty was clarified and strengthened with the pas-
sage of the Treaty of Amsterdam in 1997. This treaty reinforced the
Union’s commitment to human rights and required applicant countries to
uphold the provisions of the European Convention on Human Rights as
conditions for acceptance into the community. The Amsterdam agree-
ment gave the EU the legislative power to act against discrimination based
on sex, race, religion, ethnic background, disabilities, or age, anywhere
within the Union. The Union was also given the power to act on employ-
ment issues affecting its member states. The Union was even granted
some power to enact broad standards governing public health policy, al-
though the organization and delivery of health care remained the respon-
sibility of the member states.27

At a follow-up conference in Nice in December 2000, Union mem-
bers agreed on further reforms of the council—narrowing the range of is-
sues on which individual member states could impose their veto power.
Votes of the big countries on the council were tripled in weight, while
those in the smaller nations were merely doubled. Passage of council pro-
posals would henceforth require 73.29 percent of the weighted votes, a
two-thirds majority among the member states and a majority of 62 per-
cent of the Union’s total population.28

At Nice, as at earlier summits, both those who championed a more
federal union and those who preferred to retain as much power as possible
at the state level could argue, with some justification, that their interests
were partially met. At every juncture of the Union’s existence, the public

T H E  “ U N I T E D  S T A T E S ”  O F  E U R O P E 2 0 7

223



perception has been one of maintaining a delicate balancing act that would
retain nation-state sovereignty while further empowering the community.
Whether the individual countries really believe this to be the case is doubt-
ful. It is true that each step forward to a closer union of the peoples of Eu-
rope has been met with a half-step back to preserve nation-state powers.
Still, the cumulative effect has been a slow, irreversible trek toward the vi-
sion first laid out by the Union’s early architect, Jean Monnet.

Lest there be any doubt on this score, the EU’s draft constitution,
which is currently being considered for ratification by its member states,
makes clear that a new transnational political institution is being born
that, in its every particular, is designed to function like a state. It is possi-
ble that a number of member nations might vote against ratification of the
constitution, forcing a crisis and a re-evaluation of a Europe-wide govern-
ing body. Although, if public opinion polls are in any way a bellwether, the
constitution is likely to be ratified by the member states. According to a
Eurobarometer poll conducted in February 2004, a sizable 77 percent of
the people in the member states support an EU Constitution. Opposition
to the EU Constitution is only 15 percent overall, while somewhat higher
in Austria, Sweden, Denmark, and the U.K. Still, even in these countries,
opposition is still low, ranging from 23 percent to 30 percent of the popu-
lation. Equally important, 62 percent of those polled said they favored na-
tional concessions to ensure that the constitution is adopted, and in only
one country, Slovenia, did a majority say they would rather not make con-
cessions.29

But even if the new constitution were to be rejected, the Union itself
is already so far along toward integration that no one really believes it will
ever dissolve back into separate nation-state governments, each going it
alone in the global era. Rather, most political observers believe that if this
particular constitution runs into serious trouble, the member states will
merely resurrect its various particulars in other treaties and directives un-
til the substance of the covenant becomes binding on the community.

The adoption of the European Union Constitution gives the EU the
legal stature of a country, despite the fact that this new governing institu-
tion has no claim on territory—the traditional hallmark of statehood.
While its provisions allow it to regulate activity within the territories of its
members, including activity that affects property rights and relations, it’s
worth emphasizing that the EU is not, in itself, a territory-bound govern-
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ment. It is, rather, the first transnational government in history whose
regulatory powers supercede the territorial powers of the members that
make it up. This fact alone marks a new chapter in the nature of gover-
nance. The EU’s very legitimacy lies not in the control of territory or the
ability to tax its citizens or mobilize police or the military force to exact
obedience but, rather, in a code of conduct, conditioned by universal hu-
man rights and operationalized through statutes, regulations, and direc-
tives and, most important, by a continuous process of engagement, discourse,
and negotiation with multiple players operating at the local, regional, na-
tional, transnational, and global levels.

The New EU Constitution

Under the proposed constitution, which includes a Charter of Funda-
mental Rights, the Union will be able to sign treaties in its own right,
binding its member nations. It might ultimately be granted a seat on the
Security Council of the United Nations—replacing the United Kingdom
and France. It will have a president elected by the European Council who
will serve for up to five years and be responsible for setting the EU’s
agenda. Currently, the EU presidency rotates every six months, and the
office is held, in turn, by each of the presidents of the member nations.

The EU will also have a single foreign minister responsible for con-
ducting foreign and defense policies. The constitution calls for a single
foreign and security policy, and member states are called upon to “unre-
servedly support the Union’s foreign and security policy in a spirit of loy-
alty and mutual solidarity.”30 However, member states are given an escape
clause. They can either abstain from voting or vote no, which would allow
them to block a foreign policy proposal from even being taken up by the
council.31 In addition, while the European Union is charged with the task
of creating a rapid-reaction strike force, national governments will still re-
tain control over their own armed forces. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, the
former French president who oversaw the constitutional drafting process,
said he believed that it would take twenty years before the Union had a
unified and integrated foreign policy and spoke with a single voice in the
international arena.32

The national governments will retain control over taxes. While the
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EU budget currently exceeds 100 billion euros a year, the member states
have steadfastly refused, until now, to grant it the right to raise taxes inde-
pendently of the states—making it dependent on the members for its
budget.33

The member states will also still retain control over decisions of whom
they grant citizenship, although, as mentioned earlier, any citizen of a
member state will have the right to take up residency in another member
state, and work, and vote in local and European parliamentary elections,
and even run for office in either venue. Moreover, under the new consti-
tution, broad policies designed to harmonize immigration along with
refugee and asylum issues will be decided by majority vote. Under the old
rules, any country could exercise a veto.34

The constitution also grants the Union the right to establish at least
minimum rules concerning judicial procedures dealing with the rights of
the accused, the rights of victims, and the admissibility of evidence in
court proceedings. EU changes in criminal law would require only a ma-
jority vote.

Those favoring a stronger EU hoped that any future changes in the
constitution itself would be made by a majority of the states, if four-fifths
of the states agreed. They lost, however, to the confederalists who were
successful in imposing a unanimous agreement provision for any proposed
constitutional changes.35

The EU Constitution is being sold as a kind of grand compromise,
with something for everybody. For countries like the U.K. and France,
who believe that the EU should exist as an extension of but not a substitu-
tion for the nation-state, the constitution provides some relief. The new
rules strengthen the voting power of big countries in the Council of Min-
isters.36 Under the new provisions, the council can pass legislation when
half of the members, representing 60 percent of the EU population, vote
for it. This gives the bigger nations—Germany, U.K., France, and Italy—
more potential power to steer the legislative agenda. On the other hand,
the Council of Ministers’ power is somewhat diminished because of the
new powers ceded to the commission.

For the smaller nations, who would like to see a more federal union,
the constitution strengthens the European Commission. The commission
has a monopoly over the right to propose new legislation, which is tanta-
mount to veto power over prospective legislation that might be taken up
by the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament. The commis-
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sion’s president, who will be elected by the European Parliament, will en-
joy greater executive and enforcement powers.

The parliament will also get new budgetary and law-making powers.
Most EU legislation voted by the Council of Ministers will be subject to
parliamentary approval.

My first impression in reading over the European Constitution was that
large chunks of it would never be acceptable to the majority of the Ameri-
can people, were it to be submitted for ratification in the U.S. Although
there are passages throughout that would no doubt resonate with many
Americans—including sentiments cribbed largely from our own Declara-
tion of Independence and the Bill of Rights of the U.S. Constitution—there
are other ideas and notions in the 265-page document that are so alien to
the contemporary American psyche that they might be considered with
suspicion or even thought of as somewhat bizarre.

To begin with, there is not a single reference to God and only a veiled
reference to Europe’s “religious inheritance.” God is missing. Strange, in
a continent where great cathedrals grace the central plazas of most cities,
and small churches and chapels appear around every corner. Still, most of
the ancient sanctuaries are visited primarily by tourists nowadays. One
would be hard-pressed to see more than a scattering of local people at a
Sunday morning mass. As mentioned in the opening chapter, for the most
part, Europeans—especially the post-war generations—have left God be-
hind. Europe is arguably the most secular region in the world. That’s not
to say that there wasn’t a heated debate over the absence of God in the
document. Pope John Paul II and the Vatican lobbied publicly for “a clear
reference to God and the Christian faith” in the preamble.37 Others ar-
gued that not to mention Christianity, when it played a pivotal role in the
history of Europe, was unforgivable. Most, however, agreed with Anna
Palacio, Spain’s former foreign minister, and a member of the drafting con-
vention, who argued that “the only banner that we have is secularism.”38 A
French diplomat put it even more bluntly: “We don’t like God.”39

God is not the only consideration to be given short shift. There is only
a single reference to private property, tucked deep inside the document,
and barely a passing mention of free markets and trade. The Union’s ob-
jectives, however, include a clear commitment to “sustainable develop-
ment . . . based on balanced economic growth,” “a social market economy,”
and “protection and improvement of the quality of the environment.”40

The Union’s other objectives are to “promote peace . . . combat social
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exclusion and discrimination . . . promote social justice and protection,
equality between men and women, solidarity between generations, and
protection of children’s rights.”41

Much of the constitution is given over to the issue of fundamental hu-
man rights. It might even be said that human rights are the very heart and
soul of the document. Giscard d’Estaing declared with pride, on the un-
veiling of the document, that “of all the men and women in the world, it
is the citizens of Europe who will have the most extensive rights.”42

The rights outlined in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the Euro-
pean Union go far beyond the rights contained in our own Bill of Rights and
subsequent constitutional amendments. They include the Right of Life: “no
one should be condemned to the death penalty, or executed.” Everyone has
the right to have his or her physical and mental activity respected. In the
fields of medicine and biology, the individual’s right to free and informed
consent is protected. Eugenics practices are prohibited, “in particular, those
aiming at the ‘selection’ of a person.” Selling human body parts is also pro-
hibited, as is the reproductive cloning of human beings. Everyone has “the
right to the protection of personal data concerning him or her.” Similarly,
“everyone has the right to access the data which has been collected con-
cerning him or her, and the right to have it rectified.” Everyone has “the
right to marry and the right to found a family.” Everyone has “the right to
form and to join trade unions for the protection of his or her interests.”
“Everyone has the right to education and to have access to vocational and
continuing education.” While discrimination based on sex, race, color, and
ethnic or religious background is prohibited, other discriminations, based
on genetic features, language, and opinions, are also prohibited. The Union
“shall respect cultural, religious, and linguistic diversity” as well. Children
are granted the conventional rights “to such protection and care as is neces-
sary for their well-being,” but they are also guaranteed the right to “express
their views freely.” “Such views shall be taken into consideration on matters
which concern them in accordance with their age and maturity.” In addi-
tion, “every child shall have the right to maintain, on a regular basis, a per-
sonal relationship and direct contact with both his or her parents, unless
that is contrary to his or her interests.”43

There are still other rights that do not exist in our U.S. Constitution.
For example, the EU Constitution grants everyone “the right of access to
a free placement service,” as well as “the right to limitation of maximum
working hours, to daily and weekly rest periods, and to an annual period

2 1 2 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M

228



of paid leave.” The constitution also guarantees the right to paid mater-
nity leave and parental leave following the birth or adoption of a child.
The Union “recognizes the right to social and housing assistance so as to
ensure a decent existence for all those who lack sufficient resources.” The
constitutional guarantees also include “the right of access to preventive
health care and the right to benefit from medical treatment.” The EU
even guarantees “a high level of environmental protection and the im-
provement in the quality of the environment . . . in accordance with the
principle of sustainable development.”44

Many of the rights guaranteed by the new European Constitution re-
main controversial in the United States. While they have their advocates,
and enjoy some measure of popular support, public sentiment remains far
too divided to elevate them to the status of universal human rights. And
the U.S. is not alone. Few countries outside Europe would likely subscribe
to most of the universal human rights guaranteed by the new EU Consti-
tution. To this extent, the EU has become the undisputed leader in cham-
pioning new human rights among the governing regimes of the world.

The EU Constitution is something quite new in human history.
Though it is often weighty—even cumbersome—and does not enjoy the
eloquence of, say, the French and U.S. constitutions, it is the first docu-
ment of its kind to expand the human franchise to the level of global con-
sciousness, with rights and responsibilities that encompass the totality of
human existence on Earth. (While the United Nations Charter and sub-
sequent United Nations human rights conventions also speak to universal
human rights, the UN itself is not a governing institution representing in-
dividual citizens, as is the EU.)

The language throughout the text is one of universalism, making it
clear that its focus is not a people, or a territory, or a nation, but rather the
human race and the planet we inhabit. If we were to sum up the gist of the
document, it would be a commitment to respect human diversity, promote
inclusivity, champion human rights and the rights of nature, foster quality
of life, pursue sustainable development, free the human spirit for deep
play, build a perpetual peace, and nurture a global consciousness. To-
gether, these values and goals, which appear in many different forms
throughout the constitution, represent the warp and woof of a fledgling
European Dream.
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10
Government Without
a Center

DREAMS REFLECT HOPES, not achievements. To this extent,
the European Constitution represents a future to be filled in.
And, like the U.S. Constitution of more than two hundred years

ago, one can point to the many hypocrisies and contradictions that belie
the noble sentiments contained in the new European covenant. Nonethe-
less, the framers of the European Constitution have forthrightly set to pa-
per a vision of the kind of world they aspire to and would like to live in and
the rules to oversee the journey.

For the past half century, Europe’s political elites have engaged in a
running struggle to define the limits of power of the emerging European
Community. While the federalists have argued for ceding more power to
the Union, the confederalists have attempted to retain power in the hands
of the member states and have thought of the European Union more as
an intergovernmental forum to coordinate national objectives and
strengthen each member’s own self-interests. Former French prime min-
ister Lionel Jospin put the confederalist position this way: “I want Europe,
but I remain attached to my nation. Making Europe without unmaking
France, or any other European nation, that is my political choice.”1 In
other words, the Union is to be a “Europe of States.” All of the compro-
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mises along the way have reflected the tensions between these two diver-
gent forces.

While the powers that be continue to jostle back and forth between
federalism and confederalism, the very technological, economic, and so-
cial realities that gave rise to the European Community and that continue
to push it along its journey to union have created a political dynamic of a
different sort. Rather than becoming a superstate or a mechanism to rep-
resent the enlightened national self-interests, the EU has metamorphosed
into a third form. It has become a discursive forum whose function is to ref-
eree relationships and help coordinate activity among a range of players,
of which the nation-state is only one. The EU’s primary role has become
orchestral. It facilitates the coming together of networks of engagement
that include nation-states but also extend outward to transnational organ-
izations and inward to municipal and regional governments, as well as civil
society organizations.

The EU is a response to a peculiar kind of globalization—one that the
visionaries of the post–World War II era never anticipated. Between 1945
and the late 1980s, the world was divided into two powerful political blocs,
the United States and the Soviet Union. Each attempted to expand its
sphere of influence by exercising a measure of centralized control over
countries, regions, and global commercial forces. Likewise, the post–World
War II era saw the rise of several hundred transnational corporations who
sought to extend their reach and influence by transborder mergers and ac-
quisitions and the establishment of vast global value chains. This was the
era of centralized and hierarchical command-and-control operations, at
both the political and economic levels.

What neither the politicians nor business leaders foresaw was the ad-
vent of a new kind of technology revolution whose modus operandi is, at
the same time, both highly connective and decentralized. The software
revolution, the digitalization of media, personal computers, the World
Wide Web, and wireless information flows transformed communications
from a vertical to a horizontal plane and from centralized command-and-
control to decentralized interactivity. Similarly, the shift in the global
energy regime, which is just now getting under way, from elite energy
sources such as oil, coal, natural gas, and nuclear, which are centrally or-
ganized and vertically distributed, to more dispersed renewable energy
sources such as the sun, wind, biomass, geothermal, and hydro stored in
the form of hydrogen, and generated locally at end sites in a decentralized
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fashion, is changing the very nature of how energy is shared. Power, both
literally and figuratively, will be increasingly decentralized in the coming
century.

The EU was born into the old world of vertical organization and cen-
tralized control. The community was an effort to pool nation-states’ eco-
nomic, social, and political resources and create “economies of scale” that
could compete with the larger political and commercial forces around it.
While one of the two political superpowers still exists and transnational
corporations continue to expand their reach to every corner of the globe,
counterforces at the local and regional levels are emerging that are both
challenging global, political, and commercial hegemony and, at the same
time, attempting to assert their places in an increasingly connected world.

The new decentralized technologies are being exploited in two oppo-
site directions—toward greater concentration as well as greater dispersion
of power. For example, while Microsoft has attempted to be the gate-
keeper to cyberspace by imposing its operating system on most owners of
personal computers, the scrappy upstart company Linux, a firm started by
social activists dedicated to the free sharing and sourcing of code between
computer users, is now threatening Microsoft’s dominance.

Likewise, while global corporations are using the new decentralized
forms of communication to create business-to-business partnerships and
establish a tighter grip on their respective industries and the communities
in which they do business, local activists around the world use the same
connective communication technologies to organize global resistance
movements to what they regard as unbridled corporate power.

The point is, the rise of the new decentralized information and com-
munication technologies in the late 1980s unleashed powerful new forces
and countervailing forces and brought many new players onto the public
stage. The new connective technologies helped corporations transcend
national boundaries and disperse their production and distribution activi-
ties around the globe. The same connective technologies, however, helped
cities and regions, cultural and ethnic groups, and social and environmen-
tal movements to leapfrog national boundaries and begin exercising influ-
ence on a broader global playing field.

The EU suddenly found itself in the midst of a whirlwind of contend-
ing forces vying for power and recognition, each with its own resources to
bring to bear and its own agenda, and none powerful enough to dominate
the political process alone. This was a far more complicated political game.
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Previously, the EU merely had to negotiate its external relationships
with the two superpowers, the U.S. and USSR, and its internal relation-
ships among the contending member states. The member states, in turn,
contained the myriad of subnational forces within their own territories.
The global information and communication revolutions decimated nation-
state boundaries just as the cannon once toppled the city-state walls of the
feudal era. And, like the former era, new forces were let loose onto the po-
litical landscape, this time beyond the reach of the nation-state itself.

The Feedback Revolution

The first inkling that politically centralized command-and-control mech-
anisms were too antiquated to accommodate the vast changes in spatial
and temporal orientation brought on by the new information and com-
munication technologies came with the sudden fall of the Soviet Empire.
The new technologies ran havoc over the rigid bureaucratic style of gov-
ernance in Central and Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. The
inability of Communist governance, at every level, to respond to the lib-
erating power of decentralized global information and communication
technologies helped seal its doom. The old walls of repression and cen-
sorship were too thin to withstand the media invasion. The penetration of
MTV (Music Television), rock music, and Western lifestyles behind the
iron curtain, via the new information and communication technologies,
proved too much for a creaky governmental apparatus whose methods of
governance were borrowed from technologies and organizational styles
popular in the early twentieth century.

The old centralized forms of governance—both in the Soviet Union
and in the West—were modeled after Frederick Taylor’s Principles of Sci-
entific Management. Taylor, whom we touched on in chapter 4, was the
first to introduce a rationalized, hierarchical command-and-control mech-
anism into American industry in the first decade of the twentieth century.
His model was quickly taken up by governments around the world.

Taylor argued that management should assume complete authority
over how work is carried out on the factory floor and front office. He rea-
soned that if laborers retained some control over how their work was to be
executed, they would conspire to work as little as necessary to perform the
tasks assigned to them. Taylor’s organizational model depended on sever-
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ing any independent judgment on the part of the workers and giving them
exact orders along with precise instructions on how they were to perform
their work.

The work of every workman is fully planned out by the management
at least one day in advance, and each man receives in most cases
complete written instructions, describing in detail the task which he
is to accomplish, as well as the means to be used in doing the
work. . . . This task specifies not only what is to be done, but how it
is to be done and the exact time allowed for doing it. . . . Scientific
management consists very largely in preparing for and carrying out
these tasks.2

Governments, like companies, relied on this kind of top-down bu-
reaucratic model of governance for most of the twentieth century. In this
schema, the ideas, feelings, and expertise of those delivering government
services, as well as the affected citizenry, are largely ignored. The most ef-
ficient organization is deemed to be the one where the civil servants per-
form like soldiers and the citizenry are treated as passive recipients. The
old form of rationalized command-and-control mirrored the machine
mentality of the era. Both machines and men were thought of as passive
instruments wound up by an outside prime mover and made to repeat
simple actions over and over again. The rationalized model made little or
no room for input from those executing the tasks or from those receiving
the services. It was assumed that they had little value to contribute up the
line of command.

The introduction of intelligent information and communication ma-
chines with feedback loops changed the nature of technology and created
new metaphors for rethinking the art of governance.

The philosophical inspiration for the new technology revolution dates
back to the early years of the twentieth century and the scientific writing
of Alfred North Whitehead, the father of process philosophy. He was the
first to eliminate the ancient wall separating space and time—being and
becoming—and reduce all phenomena to pure activity. Before White-
head, most philosophers believed that phenomena was divided into two
realities: what something was and what it did. There was structure and
function, the “being” of a thing and its “becoming.” Whitehead, one of
the first modern philosophers to live during the transition to electricity,
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came to view behavior as pure process in which space and time melded to-
gether into a single extended field of pure activity. What something is,
proclaimed Whitehead, can’t be differentiated from what it does. All phe-
nomena represent continuous patterns of activity responding to changes
in the patterns of activity around them. Because everything is in continu-
ous flux, novelty is present at every instant. Whitehead believed that all
living things are continuously anticipating novelty in their surrounding
environment and making adjustments to those changes in order to secure
their duration—what we now call “feedback.” Whitehead called this
anticipation-response mechanism “subjective aim” and said that it was
really what “mind” was about.

A half century after Whitehead’s insight, Norbert Wiener introduced
a mechanical analogue of process philosophy with the concept of cyber-
netics. Wiener and his colleagues were working on improving the sighting
and targeting of anti-aircraft gunnery in World War II. Wiener’s engi-
neering insights on how machines and humans communicate transformed
process philosophy into a new technological format, which soon there-
after gave birth to modern information and communications technology.

Wiener inaugurated the new field of cybernetics research. Cybernetics
comes from the Greek word kyberneties, which means “steersman.” Cyber-
netics reduces purposeful behavior to two components, information and
feedback, and postulates that all processes can be understood as amplifica-
tions and complexifications of both. Wiener defined information as

the name for the content of what is exchanged with the outer world
as we adjust to it, and make our adjustment felt upon it. The process
of receiving and of using information is the process of our adjusting
to the contingencies of the outer environment, and of our living ef-
fectively within that environment.3

Cybernetics is the theory of the way these messages or pieces of infor-
mation interact with one another to produce predictable outcomes.

According to cybernetics theory, the “steering mechanism” that regu-
lates all behavior is feedback. Anyone who has ever adjusted a thermostat
is familiar with how feedback works. The thermostat regulates the room
temperature by monitoring the change in temperature in the room. If the
room cools off and the temperature dips below the mark set on the dial,
the thermostat kicks on the furnace, and the furnace remains on until the
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room temperature coincides once again with the temperature set on the
dial. Then the thermostat kicks off the furnace, until the room tempera-
ture drops again, requiring additional heat. This is an example of negative
feedback. All systems maintain themselves by the use of negative feedback.
Its opposite, positive feedback, produces results of a very different kind. In
positive feedback, a change in activity feeds on itself, reinforcing and in-
tensifying the process, rather than re-adjusting and dampening it. For ex-
ample, a sore throat causes a person to cough, and the coughing, in turn,
exacerbates the sore throat.

Cybernetics is primarily concerned with negative feedback. Wiener
points out that “for any machine subject to a varied external environment
to act effectively it is necessary that information concerning the results of
its own action be furnished to it as part of the information on which it
must continue to act.”4 Feedback provides information to the machine on
its actual performance, which is then measured against the expected per-
formance. The information allows the machine to adjust its activity ac-
cordingly, in order to close the gap between what is expected of it and how
it in fact behaves. Cybernetics is the theory of how machines self-regulate
in changing environments. More than that, cybernetics is the theory that
explains purposeful behavior in machines.

Today’s intelligent technologies all operate by cybernetic principles.
Continuous negative feedback—and occasional positive feedback—take
us from a much slower technological era organized around linear, discrete,
and discontinuous actions to a vastly sped-up age of pure process and un-
interrupted flows.

Process Politics

Smart technologies were coming of age in the early 1980s, just at the time
when governments everywhere were under intense scrutiny by an increas-
ingly leery and cynical public. Government bureaucracies were accused of
being bloated, inept, uncaring, and slow. A deep worldwide recession in
1973–75 and again in 1980–82—occasioned by the oil shock—added bil-
lions of dollars to government deficits in the U.S. and elsewhere, forcing
a discussion about the appropriate size of government and the extent to
which it could be counted on to provide a broad social net for its citizenry.
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in Britain and President Ronald Rea-
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gan in the U.S. led a political rebellion against big government, preaching
the value of deregulation of industry and privatization of government
services. The idea was to disperse as much government activity as possible
into the commercial arena and the not-for-profit third sector, where it was
supposed that the marketplace and the civil society would provide more
efficient means for delivering value. “Bigger is better” lost its cachet, and
decentralization became vogue.

Process philosophy and the principles of cybernetics, which were already
making heady inroads in technology, commerce, and even psychology—
personal therapy relies heavily on process-oriented mental reconditioning—
began to find their way into discussions of governance. Political scientists
argued that the rational top-down bureaucratic approach to public policy
does not allow for appropriate feedback or input by all the actors in-
volved—both the agents and the affected constituencies. A new genera-
tion of political scientists and policy analysts favored a process approach to
governance that would replace the old closed hierarchical model with a
new open-systems model. They argued that effective governance is less a
matter of imposing, from on high, predetermined decisions on passive re-
cipients at the bottom than of engaging all the actors—government, busi-
ness, and civil society players—in an ongoing process of deliberation,
negotiation, compromise, and consensus with the radical suggestion that
the best decisions are the ones reached democratically by everyone af-
fected. The process itself—with its emphasis on continuous feedback—
becomes the new governing model. In the process-oriented model,
networks become the best mechanism for continuous engagement be-
tween the parties.

The idea that governance encompasses a broader range of players and
activity than just government was revolutionary in its implication. While
the modern nation-state, especially the French and U.S. models, gave
homage to the idea of government of, by, and for the people, in practice,
as government took on greater responsibilities and their bureaucracies
ballooned, the political game narrowed to a binary relationship of the gov-
ernors and the governed. Government was seen as a self-contained activ-
ity, separate and distinct from all the other activities that occur in society.

The 1968 student rebellion played a seminal role in loosening up the
idea of governance. Students argued that the university was a community
of shared interests and that they ought to enjoy some say in how it is to be
governed. They sought to break out of the narrow container that kept all

G O V E R N M E N T  W I T H O U T  A  C E N T E R 2 2 1

237



decision-making in the hands of a remote board of trustees and university
bureaucracy. Governance, they declared, stretched far beyond the con-
fines of academic rules and institutional protocols to include the totality of
relationships and activities that make up the life of the university commu-
nity. They demanded an ongoing process approach to university decision-
making that would include all of the actors engaged in relationships
within the university—trustees, administrators, faculty, support staff, stu-
dents, and even the grounds-keepers and other workers who service the
community, as well as members of the broader surrounding communities
in which the universities were embedded. Governance, said the student
reformers, was not edicts and rules passed down from the top, but an
open-ended deliberative process entered into by equal players, each with
their own interests and aspirations, but all interdependent and ultimately
responsible for one another’s shared welfare.

A similar upheaval occurred at the state level a decade after the student
revolt. Philosophers such as Michel Foucault argued that in a post-modern
world of increasing complexity, density, and interdependence, every ac-
tion of every player affects the nature, quality, and distribution of power
across the entire system. He wrote that government

refers to all endeavors to shape, guide, and direct the conduct of oth-
ers, whether these be the crew of a ship, the members of a house-
hold, the employees of a boss, the children of a family, or the
inhabitants of a territory.5

Foucault and others claim that the old model did not make room for
feedback and inclusion of all the potential actors. In the new way of think-
ing, every level of governance is embedded with every other level in a con-
tinuous process of engagement—what Foucault calls “governmentality.”
Sociologist Mitchell M. Dean defines governmentality as “the relation-
ship between the government of ourselves, the government of others, and
the government of state.”6

Government becomes only one player, among many diverse players,
in the political game. The state is no longer sovereign. It loses its power as
the exclusive agent responsible for disciplining its citizenry. The exercise
of power becomes much more diffuse and decentralized. Dean calls this
new kind of governance “government without a centre, a form of admin-
istration in which there is no longer a centrally directing intelligence.”7
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The new communication technologies figure prominently in the de-
construction of state sovereignty. Now the players that were once isolated
and powerless at the bottom of the old nation-state governing pyramid
have the means of communication at their disposal to connect with their
kind and with others who share mutual interests in a field that crisscrosses,
penetrates, and transcends the nation-state container. Governance is re-
conceived as the management of communication flows, and players posi-
tion themselves at strategic nodes, embedded in multiple interacting
networks, where their every decision and action has consequences that flow
across the network and beyond.

The dramatic growth in global connectedness, made possible by the
new communication technologies, so increases the interdependence of
everyone that the old nation-state governing unit is simply incapable, on
its own, of managing the sheer volume and flow of human exchange and
interactivity that is generated.

Network Governance

In the early 1990s, the EU began to look to the new decentralized infor-
mation and communication technologies that were remaking commerce
and social life as well as to the new network models being used to organize
the increasingly complex exchange activity brought on by the new tech-
nologies, with the idea of making them the centerpiece of a new approach
to governance. There was widespread agreement that the European
Union had to catch up to the new technologies that were revolutionizing
society.

In 1994, the European Commission published a report entitled Eu-
rope’s Way to the Information Society: An Action Plan. The report spelled out
a series of initiatives for making the European Union the first fully inte-
grated information society in the world. The plan called for integrating a
host of EU cross-border activity into interactive networks and included
proposals for a network of universities and research centers, a teleworking
network, a distance-learning network, road-traffic and air-traffic control
networks, health-care networks, and a trans-European public administra-
tion network. In a 1996 follow-up report entitled Europe at the Forefront of
the Global Information Society: A Rolling Action Plan, the EU honed and re-
fined the earlier vision, placing more emphasis on extending the new tech-
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nologies across industry and establishing the proper regulatory regime
and stimuli to make network ways of doing business viable and effective.
The plan also emphasized the integration of the new information and
communication technologies and network practices into the educational
system, as well as making them part of the everyday life of European citi-
zens. Most important of all, the EU began to reinvent its style of gover-
nance to accommodate the many changes being introduced to usher in an
information society.8

The various EU government agencies and organizations were encour-
aged, and even required, to establish “high levels of inter-action and net-
working between European level agencies, state, provincial and local
governments, NGOs, business and corporate actors, educational organi-
zations, research institutes and a variety of user-groups.”9 EU government
agencies were tasked with facilitating the networks and becoming a co-
member with other interested parties. Emphasis was placed on creating
networks that transcend nation-state boundaries. The idea was to estab-
lish a European frame of reference. For example, research institutes ap-
plying for EU grants are required to establish transnational networks of
players to qualify for funds. Many of these networks operate in a generally
informal manner. Their activities often take place outside or alongside the
more formal protocols and procedures that characterize the older top-
down kind of governance that still exists.10

Each year, more and more of the daily work of EU governance is be-
ing given over to these more informal networks of players, changing the
very way government is perceived. The old centralized top-down model
of governance, with its rational performance standards and tight command-
and-control mechanisms, is slowly giving way to a process-oriented model
of governance, made operational in horizontally structured networks. The
new information and communication technologies are driving the politi-
cal changes as they did in commerce.

When the density of human activity leaps from a regional geographic
plane to a global electronic field and from mimetic, linear, discrete exchanges
to continuous novelty, feedback, and flow, hierarchical command-and-
control mechanisms become too slow to govern activity. Statutes become
outdated almost as soon as they are enacted, and old-fashioned top-down
governing institutions prove too snail-like to manage the cascade of nov-
elty and, as a result, experience a form of political gridlock.
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The European Union is the first governing experiment in a world
metamorphosing from geographic planes to planetary fields. It does not
govern property relationships in territories, but rather manages open-
ended and continually changing human activity in global networks. It has
even become popular in the European Union to talk about “polycentric”
governance in contrast to conventional government. Traditional govern-
ment is associated with territorial rule. Polycentric governance is decen-
tralized and is not just about what governments do. Rather, say the late
social theorist Paul Hirst and political theorist Grahame Thompson, “it is
a function that can be performed by a wide variety of public and private,
state and non-state, national and international institutions and prac-
tices.”11 With polycentric governance, the governing franchise is ex-
panded to include non-state players. It is a new political game that is far
more complex and sophisticated, in which no one player can dominate the
field or determine the outcome, but where everyone has some power to
affect the direction and flow of the process.

The polycentric governing style is characterized by continuous dia-
logue and negotiations between all the players in the many networks that
make up its ever changing economic, social, and political field of influ-
ence. The new genre of political leader is more like a mediator than a mil-
itary commander. Coordination replaces commands in the new political
scheme of things.

In a technological era where space is becoming a single unified global
field, duration is shrinking to near simultaneity, and everything is com-
pressed and sped up, historical consciousness characterized by great
utopian visions, well-defined political ideologies, established bureaucratic
procedures, and long-term social goals steadily gives way to a more ther-
apeutic consciousness characterized by continually changing scenarios
and expedient short-term strategic options. The EU is, as mentioned be-
fore, a post-modern political institution. Its world is one of ever changing
contours and fleeting realities where only novelty itself is permanent and
where duration has narrowed to an ever present now. If ancient dynasties
were designed with the purpose of commemorating and ritualizing the
past, and modern nation-states were charged with organizing an open-
ended future, new political institutions such as the EU are designed to
cope with a continually changing present.

So if the EU seems, at times, to represent many different faces de-
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pending on changing conditions and circumstances, it’s because its per-
sona is continuously re-adjusting to the ever changing patterns of activity
around it. Its chameleonlike ability to reinvent itself is its strong suit.

Unlike nation-states, then, the EU is perceived not as an agent of des-
tiny but, rather, as a manager of momentary conflicts and competing
agendas. In the new era, grand meta-narratives—the kind that motivated
citizen loyalty in the nation-state era—are passé. In their place are nu-
merous smaller stories, each reflecting the perspectives and aims of the
different constituencies. Finding some common ground between the dis-
parate players and forging an ongoing dialogue and periodic consensus
that can move them together as a community, even as they retain their in-
dividual identities, becomes the mandate and mission of the European
Union. “Unity in diversity” is the unofficial moniker of the new European
Constitution.

The EU has continued to confound its critics and expand and deepen
its political influence precisely because its organizational model has been
more “process-oriented” over the past half century of its existence. The
EU’s political success has been all the more impressive given the fact that
its primary architects, the French, are known for their more conventional,
hierarchical, and centralized way of exercising political control. Even
though the old nation-state way of governing has attempted to put its
stamp on EU governance at every step of the way—and continues to do so
today—the new disaggregated technological, commercial, and social real-
ities of a global era have forced the EU to manage more by process than
by edict and statute.

“Multilevel governance” is the unexpected synthesis that has emerged
out of the contest waged between the federalists and confederalists to de-
fine the community’s future. The continuous give-and-take between those
favoring a more centralized approach and those preferring an intergovern-
mental approach resulted in countless compromises along the way that be-
gan to fundamentally alter the political dynamic in a manner neither side
foresaw. For example, the introduction of the Subsidiarity Principle has be-
come a mainstay of EU governance. The principle represented a compro-
mise, of sorts, between the confederalists and the federalists. The principle,
which has been incorporated into the new constitution, states that, when-
ever possible, governing decisions ought to be made as far down and as
close as possible to the communities and constituents most affected by the
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decisions. The intergovernmentalists hoped that the Subsidiarity Principle
would keep governing decisions tucked deep inside the nation-state con-
tainer. The federalists hoped that the Subsidiarity Principle would free lo-
cal regions from nation-state authority and give them greater license to
bypass the state and work directly with Brussels. As mentioned earlier, a
Committee of the Regions was established in 1994 to represent regional
interests within the EU. The upshot of subsidiarity is that the regions have
now become a kind of third force, and they play off their relationships with
both host countries and the EU to advance their goals. And, they often by-
pass both governing institutions and create networks among themselves as
well as with transnational global institutions to meet their objectives. They
have added a new level of engagement to the European political potpourri.
Now, the governance networks are increasingly made up of local, regional,
national, transnational, and global players, in a myriad of shifting alliances,
each attempting to influence the direction of the political game.

The net result of the protracted struggle between the confederalists
and federalists over pushing political authority further down into the
states, or pushing it beyond national territorial boundaries to the Union
itself, has been that neither the member states nor the Union has been
strengthened. Rather, there has been a balkanization of authority, with the
entrance of new players and a multiplication of competing agendas.

The EU has ended up becoming the rule-maker and gatekeeper. It es-
tablishes the directives that govern the play, brings together the players,
and helps facilitate the political process among the parties. The EU is the
first purely regulatory state whose function is to serve as an arbiter among
contending forces.

It’s often said that the United States is unique among nations because
it owes its existence to an idea—the belief in the inalienable rights of per-
sons to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The EU is an even more
ethereal political experiment. The U.S. government’s legitimacy is, at
least, still grounded in the conventional notion of control over territory,
the ability to tax, and the right to exercise force, if necessary, to assure
obedience to its laws. The EU enjoys none of the conventional requisites
of states. Its legitimacy is based exclusively on the continued trust and
goodwill of the members who make it up and the treaties and directives—
and soon a new constitution—they have pledged to uphold.

We are so used to thinking of citizenship as something that goes hand
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in hand with a territory and a nation that it is difficult to fathom the idea
of also being a citizen of a transterritorial governing body bound not in
traditional property relations but rather in universally accepted codes of
human conduct. The late British sociologist Ernest Gellner captures the
inherent difficulty of belonging to a shared ideal that transcends geogra-
phy. He writes,

The idea of a man without a nation seems to impose a strain on the
modern imagination. . . . A man must have a nationality as he must
have a nose and two ears. . . . All this seems obvious, though, alas, it
is not true. But that it should have come to seem so very obviously
true is indeed an aspect, or perhaps the very core, of the problem of
nationalism. Having a nation is not an inherent attribute of human-
ity, but it has now come to appear as such.12

Some post-modern political theorists suggest that in the new world of
dense, overlapping, and ever changing relationships, governance is really
more about association and connectivity than about controlling a specific
physical space.13 Scholars refer to the political reconfiguration of Europe as
“the new medievalism,” a term coined by the late Hedley Bull of Oxford
University in an essay he wrote back in 1977. Even then, Bull sensed the
emergence of a new political landscape in Europe. He thought it “conceiv-
able that sovereign states might disappear and be replaced not by a world
government, but by a modern and secular equivalent of the kind of universal
political organization that existed in Western Christendom in the Middle
Ages.”14 Bull pointed out that “in that system no ruler or state was sovereign
in the sense of being supreme over a given territory and a given segment of
the Christian population; each had to share authority with vassals beneath,
and with the Pope and (in Germany and Italy) the Holy Roman Emperor
above.”15 Bull noted that “all authority in mediaeval Christendom was
thought to derive ultimately from God.”16 He suggested that

if modern states were to come to share their authority over their cit-
izens, and their ability to command their loyalties, on the one hand
with regional and world authorities, and on the other hand with sub-
state or sub-national authorities, to such an extent that the concept
of sovereignty ceased to be applicable, then a neo-mediaeval form of
universal political order might be said to have emerged.17
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Bull used his own country as a model. He wondered what would hap-
pen if the United Kingdom had to share its authority with the authority of
Wales, Wessex, and Scotland at a subnational level, as well as with author-
ity in Brussels and world bodies such as the United Nations in New York
“to such an extent that the notion of its supremacy over the territory and
people of the United Kingdom had no force.”18 Bull believed that recon-
figuring the political world into “a structure of overlapping authorities
and crisscrossing loyalties that hold all peoples together in a universal so-
ciety”19 would be far superior either to the existing system of competing
sovereign states with their propensity to war or to the prospect of a single
world government whose monopoly over the means of coercion and vio-
lence would heighten repression and oppression on a grand scale.20 Bull’s
thesis proved to be remarkably prescient.

What, then, is the EU? Sociologist Ulrich Beck says it is a “negotia-
tion state, which arranges stages and conversations and directs the show.”21

The EU, then, is less a place than a process. While it maintains many of
the fixed physical trappings of a state—an EU passport, a flag, a head-
quarters—its genius is its indeterminacy. Unlike the traditional nation-
state, whose purpose is to integrate, assimilate, and unify the diverse in-
terests inside its borders, the EU has no such mission. To the contrary, its
role is just the opposite of what nation-states do. The EU’s political cachet
is bound up in facilitating and regulating a competing flow of divergent
activities and interests.

The EU may appear to some as weak and vacillating and without suf-
ficient coercive authority—the ability to tax and police. To others, how-
ever, it is the very model of a new kind of governing institution, suited to
processing the multiple interests that proliferate and interconnect across
every imaginable boundary in a globalized environment. Political scientist
Tim Luke views the EU as

a more dynamic, more interconnected, yet more fragmented and
fluid milieu for enacting authority and managing flows of influence
from multiple sources, than can be contained by the Euclidean geom-
etry and identity spaces of territorialized or super-territorialized
modernity.22

Despite its ephemeral nature, the EU packs a wallop. Its statutes and
directives have untold impacts on its member countries. The U.K., for ex-
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ample, estimates that over 80 percent of the environmental legislation
governing its citizenry comes from directives issued by the European En-
vironmental Agency.23 Other EU statutes and directives governing such
things as consumer product safety, drug testing, medical protocols, finan-
cial services, and competition, all flow from Brussels to the states. But the
important thing to remember is that the regulatory decisions made in
Brussels are themselves the result of a polycentric process of negotiation,
compromise, and consensus, involving many parties at the regional, na-
tional, transnational, and global levels.

The whole process ultimately works because the people of Europe
want “problems without frontiers” to be addressed by the whole European
community. The questions of whether or not to introduce genetically
modified (GM) food crops and label GM food products, develop guidelines
for quarantining cattle to prevent the transmission of bovine spongiform
encephalopathy (BSE), sign treaties to reduce global-warming gases and
protect biodiversity, outlaw human cloning, and the consideration of count-
less other initiatives are best handled at the Europe-wide level because the
very nature and consequences of such activities transcend national bound-
aries and can only be effectively addressed by the whole community work-
ing in concert.

Sharing Power

Although government policy networks share many attributes with com-
mercial networks, there are differences in their goals. Commercial net-
works are dedicated to optimizing the income stream of their players.
Public networks have a different purpose—to propose and deliberate on
legislative initiatives and help implement policy decisions made in the po-
litical arena. 

To some extent, the proliferation of public networks has been largely
defensive in nature. The public’s increasingly negative opinion of govern-
ment effectiveness in delivering services helped spawn the move to dereg-
ulation, privatization, and decentralization of public activity. There is,
however, another side to this story. Some argue that the private sector
played an up-front role in fanning the flames of citizen discontent—even
to the point of creating a crisis of public confidence that was not entirely
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justified—in order to capture enormous new commercial opportunities
that came with the privatization of large swaths of vital human services.

Motivations aside, public policy networks have been introduced as a
way to stop the hemorrhaging that was leading to a wholesale deconstruc-
tion of government-related activity. There was a real sense of dread
among policy leaders in the 1980s and 1990s that government was quickly
imploding and that the capitalist marketplace might eventually end up as
the unchallenged arbiter of human relationships. Many warned that the
notion of democracy was being upended and that political choices that
used to be made by citizens at the ballot box were increasingly being made
by consumers in the marketplace. Neoliberals and libertarians favored just
such a course, arguing that the market mechanism was far superior to the
political process as a way of representing the collective will of the people
and assuring the future well-being of society.

Government policy networks were seen as a means to meet the criti-
cism halfway. Governments everywhere sensed the real need to reach out
and involve both the private sector and the civil society in the initiation as
well as the implementation of government policy. That recognition repre-
sented a revolution in political thinking. Up until the advent of public pol-
icy networks, the political arena had been divided into two separate
realms. The citizenry voted for their elected leaders who, in turn, passed
legislation reflecting the will of their constituents. Government bureau-
cracies, in turn, were responsible for implementing the political will.
Their role was considered to be neutral and purely administrative in na-
ture. The establishment of public policy networks was an admission, of
sorts, that the politics of representative democracy doesn’t begin and end
with the election of officials and the passage of legislation and that the
question of advocacy and implementation is as politically charged and in
need of active involvement as the question of voting for leaders and pass-
ing bills.

Public policy networks became a way for government to jump back in
and re-invigorate the political process before devolution shifted too much
activity to the marketplace. The reasoning behind such networks was
Whiteheadian. The social environment is continually in flux and often
changes considerably at every stage of the political process. Nor are the
interests of the affected constituencies frozen in time. Their priorities and
goals are also continually shifting as they anticipate and adjust to changes
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in their environment. Public policy networks are a way for the govern-
ment to keep political deliberation, decision-making, and implementation
alive and relevant by ongoing dialogue and negotiation between all the af-
fected constituencies. Governance is no longer divided into discrete and
separate stages but becomes a “continuous process” of engagement.

Realizing that government would no longer be able to monopolize the
governing process, public officials urged a compromise—a joint sharing of
the political domain with both the commercial and civil society sectors.
Henceforth, the government would be a facilitator of the political process
rather than an overseer. The hope was that a more open communication
between all the players and a willingness to search for common ground
would deepen the democratic process, expedite consensus-building, and
streamline the implementation of political decisions. Public policy net-
works, it was argued, would create a new win-win politics as opposed to
the win-lose outcome of more traditional adversary-based politics. Public
policy networks would also provide an organizational means of handling
the quickening pace of change and the growing density of exchange in a
globally connected world.

Sociologist Andrew Barry makes the point that the network, in the
European Union, has become

a way of both transcending the political conflict between welfarism
and neo-liberalism, and as a way of developing a form of public in-
tervention which animates social and economic actors instead of cre-
ating a dependent or protective relation between the state and its
clients.24

It should be added that public policy networks are also a way of ensur-
ing that unbridled market forces don’t gain inordinate sway over the af-
fairs of society.

With public policy networks, politics becomes a 24/7 affair, just like
commerce. In the new world of instantaneous information and communi-
cations and continuous feedback loops, there are no longer beginnings or
endings to political engagement, but only relentless political discourse.
The density of exchange and the multiplicity of interests mitigate against
any downtime. Governance ceases to be a bounded activity and metamor-
phoses into an open-ended process. Politics, in the new European sense of
the term, has come to mean all of the purposeful activity that people and
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organizations engage in, through either formal or informal networks, to
effect their interests and goals. Participatory democracy migrates to the
far edges of space and envelops duration, becoming an all-consuming hu-
man endeavor. Everything in society becomes politicized, and anyone left
out of the governing networks risks falling far behind the political process,
with little chance of catching up to the flow of the game.
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11
Romancing the
Civil Society

POLITICS IN the nation-state era operates along two poles—market
and government. EU politics, by contrast, operates between three
nodes—commerce, government, and civil society. The shift from

two-sector to three-sector politics represents a radical progression in the
evolution of political life, with profound import for how we human beings
organize our future. If two-sector politics made the Enlightenment vision
viable, three-sector politics makes the new European Dream realizable.

The Forgotten Sector

The civil society is the realm perched between the marketplace and gov-
ernment. It is composed of all the activities that make up the cultural life
of individuals and their communities. The civil society includes religious
institutions, the arts, education, health care, sports, public recreation and
entertainment, social and environmental advocacy, neighborhood engage-
ment, and other activities whose function is to create community bonds
and social cohesion. The civil society is the meeting place for reproducing
the culture in all of its various forms. It is where people engage in “deep
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play” to create social capital and establish codes of conduct and behavioral
norms. The culture is where intrinsic values reign. The civil society is the
forum for the expression of culture and is the primordial sector.

Despite the civil society’s importance in the life of society, this realm
has been increasingly marginalized in the modern era by the forces of the
market and nation-state governance. Economists and business leaders, in
particular, have come to view the marketplace as the primary institution in
human affairs. Both capitalist and socialist theorists argue that human be-
havior is, at its core, materialist and utilitarian and that the moral values
and cultural norms of a society are derivative of its economic orientation—
or, to quote Madonna, “We are living in a material world, and I am a ma-
terial girl.”

The materialist philosophy lies deep in the pre-Enlightenment and
Enlightenment past. As we discussed in chapter 4, Locke, Descartes,
Smith, and other early modern philosophers mounted a roundabout as-
sault on the faith-based worldview of the Church. While some among
their ranks still professed their allegiance to a higher divine authority, they
often favored reason over faith and put as much store in material progress
and the vision of an earthly cornucopia as on eternal salvation. The mod-
ernists came to believe that the marketplace is the wellspring of the
human spirit and that the culture is the beneficiary. They have put work
before play and substituted utilitarian values for intrinsic values.

The materialists view the marketplace as the critical social institution
and primary arbiter of human relations. The problem is that their analysis
is at odds with the history of human development. There is not a single in-
stance I know of in which people first came together to establish markets
and create trade and then later took on a cultural identity. Nor are there
any examples of people first coming together to create governments and
only later creating culture. First, people create language to communicate
with one another. They then construct a story about themselves. They rit-
ualize their origins and envision their collective destiny. They create codes
of conduct and establish bonds of trust—what we now call “social capital”—
and develop social cohesion. In other words, they engage in “deep play” to
establish their common identity. Only when their sense of solidarity and
cohesion is well developed do they set up markets, negotiate trade, and es-
tablish governments to regulate activity. Even in the early modern era,
when the emerging capitalists and bourgeois class erected an imaginary
nationalism to unite formerly disparate peoples in a new political config-
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uration, the nation-state, they had to dig deep into the past and borrow
bits and pieces from various local cultural stories to craft a new unified
myth of national origins.

The introduction of new technologies into a society is also condi-
tioned, in large part, by the cultural consciousness. For example, in 1831,
Europeans invented chloroform for use in surgery. Centuries earlier, the
Chinese invented acupuncture and used it as an anesthetic. Why did the
Europeans never discover acupuncture and the Chinese never discover
chloroform? Because European and Chinese ideas about space, time, and
reality were so utterly different.

The Chinese culture, because of its emphasis on context, holistic
thinking, the complementarity of opposites, and harmony with nature,
predisposed it to discoveries like acupuncture. The European mind, being
more reductionist, analytical, and detached, was predisposed to discover-
ies like chloroform. That’s not to suggest that cultural consciousness
rigidly predetermines specific evolutionary advances in technology, but
only that it conditions the mind to view the world in a certain way and
therefore leads to new discoveries that conform with a people’s mental
perception of the scheme of things.

Of course, cultural consciousness is not static. New discoveries and in-
ventions continually modify spatial and temporal consciousness and can
lead to a shift in the cultural paradigm itself as well as to fundamental
changes in economic and political arrangements. But, I would suggest that
throughout history, people’s experience of reality begins with creating a
story about themselves and the world and that story acts as a kind of cul-
tural baseline DNA for all the evolutionary permutations that follow.

The point is that the culture is not and never has been an extension of
either the market or the government. Rather, markets and governments
are extensions of the culture. They are secondary, not primary, institu-
tions. They exist by the grace of the cultures that create them. Jean Mon-
net sensed as much, admitting in the late 1960s that “if the European
construction process had to be started again afresh, it would be better to
start with culture.”1

After a long period of being colonized at the hands of the market and
nation-state, the civil society—along with the deeper cultural forces that
underlie it—is pushing to re-establish its central role in the scheme of
public life. And like all liberation movements, the first prerequisites for re-
asserting its prominence is casting out much of the language that has
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come to define its very being. Advocates complain that the civil society is
not “the third sector,” as many academicians claim, but rather the first sec-
tor. Similarly, categorizing civil society groups as “not-for-profit organi-
zations” or “nongovernmental organizations” makes them appear as less
significant or even just shadows of commercial or governmental institu-
tions. A new generation of activists prefer to think of their institutions as
civil society organizations (CSOs). They also define their activity as ser-
vice rather than volunteering, to connote its importance in developing
and reproducing the culture.

The reach of the civil society is impressive. A study conducted by the
Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project, covering twenty-
two nations, estimates that the civil society sector is a $1.1 trillion sector
employing more than nineteen million full-time paid workers. “Nonprofit”
expenditures in these countries average 4.6 percent of the gross domestic
product, and nonprofit employment makes up 5 percent of all nonagricul-
tural work, 10 percent of all service work, and 27 percent of all public em-
ployment.2

Several European nations now boast an employment level in the “non-
profit” sector that exceeds that of the United States. In the Netherlands,
12.6 percent of total paid employment is in the nonprofit sector. In Ire-
land, 11.5 percent of all workers are in the nonprofit sector, and in Bel-
gium, 10.5 percent of workers are in this sector. In the U.K., 6.2 percent
of the workforce are in the not-for-profit sector, and in France and Ger-
many, the figure is 4.9 percent. Italy currently has more than 220,000 non-
profit organizations, and its not-for-profit sector employs more than
630,000 full-time workers.3

The growth in employment in the nonprofit sector was stronger in Eu-
rope in the 1990s than in any other region of the world, expanding by an
average of 24 percent in France, Germany, the Netherlands, and the U.K.4

The expansion in nonprofit employment in these countries alone ac-
counted for 40 percent of total employment growth, or 3.8 million jobs.5

It is interesting to note that in the ten European countries where rev-
enue data was available, fees for services and products accounted for one-
third to one-half of the income in the nonprofit sector between 1990 and
1995. Globally, of the twenty-two countries for which data is available, 49
percent of nonprofit revenue comes from fees for services and products.
In the U.S., 57 percent of all nonprofit revenue comes from fees for ser-
vices and products.6 The share of funds coming from the philanthropic
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and public sectors, however, has declined in many countries, thus dispel-
ling the long-harbored myth that the nonprofit sector is virtually depen-
dent on government or private charity to sustain itself.

Community service is very different than labor in the marketplace.
One’s contribution is meant to advance the social capital of the commu-
nity. While economic consequences often flow from the activity, they are
secondary to the social exchange. The goal is not the accumulation of
wealth but, rather, social cohesion and well-being.

Unlike market capitalism, which is based on Adam Smith’s notion that
the common good is advanced by each person pursuing his or her own
individual self-interest, the civil society starts with the exact opposite
premise—that by each person giving of him- or herself to others and op-
timizing the greater good of the larger community, one’s own well-being
will be advanced.

In a globalized economy of impersonal market forces, the civil society
has become an important social refuge. It is the place where people create
a sense of intimacy and trust, shared purpose and collective identity. The
civil society sector is the antidote to a world increasingly defined in strictly
commercial terms.

Civil society organizations have exploded across the world in the past
twenty years. In large part, they are a reaction to a new globalized econ-
omy where market forces are more remote and less accountable to local
communities, and governments have become both too small to address is-
sues that cross borders and affect the whole world—such as global warm-
ing, illegal immigration, computer viruses, and terrorist threats—and too
big to accommodate needs of local neighborhoods and communities. Civil
society organizations empower people to champion their own interests in
a world where corporations and governments are less likely to do so. Civil
society activists argue that over-reliance on a deregulated global market-
place has led to unbridled capitalist greed and exploitation while dimin-
ishing the traditional role of government as a redistributive agent and
provider of essential social services. The authors of the Johns Hopkins
study on the dramatic growth of civil society institutions conclude that the
success of civil society organizations is attributable to their ability to fill
the vacuum left by market and government failures.

CSOs are more flexible than governments and more deeply anchored
in geography than corporations. The civil society’s clarion call is “think
globally and act locally.” Civil society organizations often organize across
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national boundaries while representing the interests of local neighbor-
hoods and communities. They are able to be transnational and global, as
well as communal and local, making them the ideal social agents to ad-
dress the plethora of issues that confront humanity in a more dense and
interconnected world.

Making Room for a New Political Partner

CSOs have pushed for greater representation in every country as well as at
global institutions such as the United Nations, World Bank, IMF, and
World Trade Organization. The participation allowed, however, has
rarely been more than perfunctory and advisory in nature. The EU has
become the first government to formally acknowledge CSOs as full-
fledged partners in public policy networks. The European Union has rec-
ognized the civil society as the “third component” of European Union
governance, viewing it as serving “an intermediary function between the
State, the market and citizens.”7 There is a growing understanding that
the very success of the EU as a new kind of regulatory state depends, to a
great extent, on the effectiveness of civil society organizations in repre-
senting the interests of real constituencies whose concerns span the local,
regional, national, and even EU boundaries. The CSOs bring true “par-
ticipatory democracy” to the governing process, making them critical
players in the new political experiment. Officials understand that without
their active and full participation, the EU is likely to fail. The Economic
and Social Committee (ESC) of the EU observed that “one of the biggest
challenges for European governance is ensuring effective participation of
organized civil society.”8

Romano Prodi, the president of the European Commission, under-
scores the significance of the new political partnership. He envisions “EU
institutions, national governments, regional and local authorities and civil
society interacting in new ways: consulting one another on a whole range
of issues; shaping, implementing and monitoring policy together.”9 This
process is what President Prodi calls “network Europe.”10

Although formal representation of CSOs in public policy networks is
still weak, the very fact that the EU acknowledges a three-sector partner-
ship is of great historic significance. Recall that the nation-state has been,
from the very beginning, a handmaiden of commercial interests. Its mission
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has been to protect property rights and create conditions favorable to the
geographic extension of market forces. Two-sector politics—commerce and
government—has been the ever present reality of the modern era.

Now that commercial forces have broken through their national con-
tainer and taken their activity to a global playing field, they are far less de-
pendent on nation-states to protect their property interests. Indeed, global
companies can now play states off against one another—threatening to re-
locate their operations elsewhere if their interests are not accommodated—
making states hostage and increasingly subservient to their commercial
agendas. And, if states fail to come in line with global commercial inter-
ests, regulating bodies such as the IMF, World Bank, and WTO can im-
pose sanctions and force compliance.

The decoupling of the commerce-state partnership has weakened the
state and diminished its power. The EU’s courtship of the civil society is
an attempt to re-assert political influence in an era of global commerce.
By giving up some of their remaining sovereignty and pooling their inter-
ests with one another and civil society organizations, nation-states can
play collectively on a broader geographic playing field and, by so doing,
more effectively negotiate the terms of engagement with global corporate
institutions whose power eclipses most individual nation-states and whose
influence spans the globe.

Finding Common Ground Between Universal
Human Rights and Local Cultural Identity

The most remarkable political change of the past three decades has been
the growing involvement of the civil society sector in the political process.
There are three broad strains in the civil society. First, there are all of the
organizations and activities that promote religion, education, and the arts;
provide social services; care for neighborhoods and communities; and fos-
ter recreation, sports, and play. For the most part, these activities fall in-
side national boundaries and are not generally overtly political. Second,
there are the “rights” organizations, whose objectives are much more po-
litically oriented and whose activity is, more often than not, directed be-
yond national boundaries and toward more universal concerns. Third,
there are the many organizations that represent the interests of local cul-
tures and ethnic subgroups, whose purpose is to maintain their traditions,
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rituals, and values and represent their groups’ interests, both domestically
and internationally, to ensure their survival and growth.

The civil rights movement, the environmental movement, the women’s
rights movement, the human rights movement, the poor people’s cam-
paigns, the peace movement, the disability rights movement, the gay
rights movement, the animal rights movement, the consumer rights
movement, and the anti-eugenics movement have remade the political
landscape. These civil society movements transcend the territorial bound-
aries of nation-states. Their vision is universal. Their goals are global.
They seek a transformation in human consciousness itself—a new aware-
ness of the rights of every individual being and the indivisibility of the
Earth’s living community. The European Union has become the place
where these movements are beginning to make their voices heard, inside
as well as outside the corridors of political power.

It’s worth pointing out that the new politically active rights-oriented
transnational CSOs were not the first to break the hold of nation-state
prerogatives in the international arena. An earlier genre of technical- and
professional-based international nongovernmental organizations seeded
the path for the new players. The International Bureau of Weights and
Standards, the International Union for the Protection of Literary and
Artistic Works, the International Bureau of Commercial Statistics, the In-
ternational Labor Office, the International Institute of Agriculture, and
the International Association of Seismology were among the thousands of
nongovernmental organizations that proliferated from the turn of the
century to the 1960s.11

Like their rights-oriented successors that began to take root in the
late 1960s, in the aftermath of the student rights movement, these older
INGOs were based on individual participation, voluntary association, and
democratic practices. Their goal was to establish universal standards gov-
erning a particular field, endeavor, or activity. They sought to influence
political and commercial behavior by having their standards accepted and
adopted by relevant institutions in both arenas. They represented a third
force with a nonbinding agenda whose influence was based largely on pro-
fessional or technical expertise and rational norms of behavior.

The new rights-oriented transnational movements also seek to estab-
lish universal codes of conduct, not of a technical or professional nature but
rather governing human behavior itself. Their legitimacy is not grounded
on professional expertise but flows from a deeply felt sense of human con-
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science. They appeal to human empathy rather than rational calculation.
Their sights are set on intrinsic values, not on utilitarian concerns. Their
goal is less materialistic and more idealistic. Their efforts are designed to
advance not merely economic growth but quality of life. For them, per-
sonal transformation, not just material advance, becomes an equal mea-
sure of progress.

While the rights-oriented CSOs often focus their attention beyond
national borders, the ethnic-oriented CSOs’ attention is generally focused
below national borders, in particular regions. At some times, the ethnic
CSOs’ agendas are complementary to the EU’s, and at other times, they are
at odds. Despite the fact that the EU’s motto is “unity in diversity,” the sub-
cultures across Europe are often insular and xenophobic and frightened
about the effect of Europeanization and globalization on their own com-
munities. If universal human rights–oriented CSOs are more cosmo-
politan and worldly in their orientation, local subcultures can often be
defensive and reactionary and more directed toward building walls rather
than eliminating boundaries.

The difficulty with the many subcultures that dot the European land-
scape is that their history is deeply embedded in territory. In a globalized
world of fast-disappearing boundaries and increased mobility, territory-
bound subcultures often feel under siege. Their fear and rage are frequently
directed at immigrants and asylum seekers who they see as a threat to their
ability to maintain their cultural identity. The feeling of being “invaded” of-
ten leads to hatred of foreigners and ultra-right political movements.

Still, local subcultures, especially those that exist as minorities within
a larger culture that claims to represent the national identity, have found
reason to create common cause with the EU. The Scottish and the Cat-
alonians, for example, view the EU as a liberating force of sorts. Being
part of a larger transnational political body has given them greater ma-
neuverability within their own nations. Now, local subcultures, attached
to specific geographic regions, can often bypass nation-state constraints
and establish political, commercial, and social ties at the EU level, afford-
ing them a greater degree of independence and autonomy than they have
known under nation-state rule.

EU architects began to sense a potential ally among cultural groupings
and opened up direct political channels with local subcultures as a way to
soften the influence of nation-state players. Antonio Ruberti, the former
commissioner for Science, Research, Technological Development and
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Education at the European Union summed up much of the mixed feelings
in Brussels about the status of local cultures. “Although it is a handicap in
some respects,” notes Ruberti, “for the most part European diversity rep-
resents a ‘trump card.’”12

The rights groups and ethnic groups often overlap and share common
agendas. For example, global human rights organizations support the Ti-
betan people’s struggle to maintain their identity and autonomy against
Chinese political encroachment and repression that threaten their very
existence. But rights groups and ethnic groups are just as often at odds
with one another. That’s because the former ultimately represents the
global interests of free individuals while the latter’s concern is with the
more traditional interests of communities. For example, some cultural
groups in Africa still practice female genital mutilation and consider it a
rite of passage to adulthood. Women’s groups in the first and third world
have sought an end to the procedure, claiming that it violates women’s ba-
sic human right to control their own bodies. They charge that the practice
is a way for men to hold women in bondage.

What makes the European Dream so interesting and problematic is
that it seeks to incorporate both universal human rights and more
parochial cultural rights under the same political tent. This is quite differ-
ent from the nation-state agenda, whose aim was limited to the protection
of individual property rights and civil liberties and the assimilation and in-
tegration of sub-groups into a single national identity. Accommodating
multi-culturalism and human rights at the same time is no easy task. Re-
member, cultural communities are rooted in family, extended kin ties,
and/or shared religious experiences and are generally anchored in physical
settings. The various human rights movements, by contrast, are universal,
not particular. Their emphasis is on the individual, not the group. Their
setting is the biosphere, not territory.

The real question at hand for Europe is whether or not its people can
stretch their affiliations and aspirations from the particular to the univer-
sal and from the local to the global. Is it possible to coexist and even flour-
ish in a world of so many divided loyalties? Can one be a Catalonian and
at the same time a Spaniard, a European, and a global citizen? To the ex-
tent that local cultures feel threatened by larger national, transnational,
and global forces, they are likely to view their cultures as “possessions to
defend” and sink deeper into the old “mine vs. thine” mentality. On the
other hand, to the extent that they see Europeanization and globalization
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as a way to liberate themselves from the older nation-state yoke and to
gain greater independence, maneuverability, and access to the outside
world, they may come to view their culture more as “gifts to share,” bring-
ing them into a less adversarial and more cooperative relationship with
others. Certainly, the idea of a “networked Europe” fits more comfortably
with the latter scenario.

Which course is likely to prevail? Right now both the xenophobic and
pluralistic cultural schools are at play. The question of future outcomes
depends largely on whether ethnic-based interests and rights-based inter-
ests can find common ground with one another and with the European
Union over an extended geographic field, stretching from the local to the
transnational arena. If the European Union can facilitate the coming to-
gether of these varied interests in Europe-wide governing networks, the
stage will be set for a new kind of politics more suited for the challenges of
a globalizing world. The success of the European Dream depends, in no
small measure, on the ability to make cultural identity, universal human
rights, and European governance a seamless rather than a contradictory
relationship.

The new partnership between the EU and civil society organizations
is going to prove difficult to manage. We need to bear in mind that CSOs
are often at odds with government over official policies. Governments, in
turn, often perceive CSOs as threats to their authority and seek to under-
mine their credibility and discredit their legitimacy.

It’s not surprising, then, that the EU has not always greeted the par-
ticipation of the third sector with open arms. It has been the combination
of relentless public pressure and mobilization of popular support behind
their agendas that has forced government recognition and secured them a
place in the formal public policy debate.

Former United Nations secretary-general Boutros Boutros-Ghali
characterizes civil society organizations and movements as “a basic form
of popular representation in the present-day world.” He says that “their
participation in international relations is, in a way, a guarantee of the po-
litical legitimacy of those international organizations.”13

Boutros-Ghali’s opinion, while widely shared, is still controversial in
many quarters. Although the UN General Assembly allows for greater
formal input by CSOs at international gatherings, the UN Security
Council bars civil society participation, as does the WTO. Some global
organizations, such as the World Bank and the IMF, give lip service to
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CSO representation but generally limit participation to an advisory role,
often several steps removed from official proceedings. Nation-states and
provincial and local governments are also ambivalent about how much
formal participation by CSOs ought to be sanctioned. Most governments
would probably prefer to limit CSO involvement to a monitoring and
feedback function and to mobilizing support behind government initia-
tives, with formal partnerships limited to just the delivery of services. The
CSOs, understandably, would like to be at the decision-making table, with
an equal voice and vote in policy decisions. The tensions between the two
sectors often flare up and spill out onto the streets. Civil society protests
at global political forums and at the EU, as well as at national- and
regional-level conferences and meetings, have increased dramatically in
recent years.

Much of the ambivalence on the part of government actors and the
rising sense of frustration and anger by the activists have to do with con-
flicting political agendas. Transnational civil society movements use their
clout to gain increasing recognition of the universal rights of individuals—
as well as nature—under international laws and seek to hold governments
accountable to said laws. Their ultimate aim is to create a new planetary
political sphere connecting individuals and nature directly to global cove-
nants and conventions. Civil society organizations that represent local
subcultures eat away at national sovereignty from the other end. They are
constantly in search of new ways to secure greater regional and local au-
tonomy and a more independent voice in decisions that affect their
communities. Nation-states sense that the goals of rights-oriented and
subculture-oriented civil society organizations, at times, threaten their own
sovereignty and hegemony and attempt to either absorb or ignore activist
efforts to gain a foothold into the political process.

The European Union, on the other hand, has shown itself to be
somewhat more open on the matter of integrating the civil society into its
political sphere, although even in Brussels, there are pockets of resistance
to the idea of advancing greater CSO participation. The reason the EU is
willing to share at least some governing power with civil society organiza-
tions is that they bring with them the kind of local, grassroots credibility
that Brussels so desperately needs to effectively maintain its legitimacy in
a world torn between local, national, regional, and global forces.

A recent study conducted by Edelman PR, one of the world’s leading
public relations firms, found that among public opinion leaders, especially
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in Europe, civil society organizations are more favorably regarded and en-
joy higher levels of trust than either the commercial or government sec-
tors. While 41 percent of European opinion leaders were favorably disposed
toward CSOs in Europe, only 28 percent regarded businesses favorably,
and a mere 17 percent were favorable to government.14 Opinion leaders in
the U.S., however, were more favorably disposed to business and govern-
ment, with 40 percent favorable to commerce and 46 percent favorable to
political institutions. Only 34 percent were favorable to CSOs.15

When it comes to trust, again European opinion leaders said they have
greater trust in CSOs than either business or government. The figures are
compelling. Fifty-one percent of opinion leaders say they trust CSOs,
only 41 percent say they trust business, and a meager 26 percent say they
have trust in government. Again, the United States’ opinion leaders ex-
press greater trust in government and business than CSOs, but the differ-
ence in trust levels between the three sectors is only slight.16 Other
surveys confirm similar findings.

It’s not hard, then, to understand why the European Union has em-
braced, at least tentatively, the idea of sharing governance with CSOs in
European policy networks. CSOs enjoy widespread public support and
bring a new sense of participatory democracy to the political process. The
EU is often criticized for a failure to narrow what observers call the “dem-
ocratic deficit.” With European public opinion polls showing lukewarm
support of the European Union, the bureaucrats in Brussels have every-
thing to gain and little to lose in embracing CSOs as partners in Europe-
wide policy networks. 

Equally important, CSOs are the social engine for preserving cultural
diversity throughout the European Union and for mobilizing public support
behind universal rights agendas. They are both embedded in geographic
communities and, at the same time, connected in their activities beyond re-
gional and even EU boundaries. They are local, transnational, and global
players and the essential political partner for an EU regulatory state dedi-
cated to advancing both cultural diversity and universal human rights.

What’s becoming clear is that in a world increasingly dominated by
global corporate interests, governments at every level—municipal, re-
gional, national, and transnational—will have to establish deep interlinking
policy networks with civil society organizations if either are to amass
enough political power to provide an effective counterbalance to the com-
mercial arena.
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12
The Immigrant Dilemma

EUROPE IS A KALEIDOSCOPE of cultural diversity. The Union’s
inhabitants break down into a hundred different nationalities who
speak eighty-seven different languages and dialects, making the

region one of the most culturally diverse areas of the world.1

For a long time, the business community and Europe’s political elite
viewed these cultural enclaves as impediments to progress, historical
backwaters that resisted change and fostered traditional prejudices against
other groups, especially immigrants and foreigners. Nation-states tried to
assimilate them into the dominant national cultures but had only mixed
success. Local cultures proved quite resilient.

The early EU visionaries, like their nation-state political counterparts,
were uneasy with the idea of accommodating distinct cultures. They wor-
ried that local cultures would be unfriendly to Europeanization and,
therefore, made little room for them at the table. By the 1970s, however,
multiculturalism was experiencing a makeover of sorts. A new generation
of post-modern scholars took up their cause, arguing that the Enlighten-
ment project, with its emphasis on grand meta-narratives, nation-state
hegemony, and monolithic ideologies, was the real impediment to change.
The post-modernists contend that the emphasis on single-perspective and
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unified visions only supports a colonial agenda that breeds intolerance of
other views and spawns repression and violence against minorities at
home and subject peoples abroad. In a world increasingly dominated by
global commercial forces and remote and impersonal political bureaucra-
cies, the post-modernists champion an antidote in the form of multicul-
tural perspectives and the reification of local cultures.

If, in the nation-state era, the struggle was a class one and centered on
the question of possession and distribution of capital and the protection of
private property rights, in a global era the struggle is over diversity and
centers more on preserving one’s cultural identity and enjoying access
rights in a densely connected, interdependent world.

What most people fear in a globalizing age, where all the old bound-
aries are being torn down, is both getting lost and being left out. One’s
cultural affiliation provides a larger group identity and is a way of being
heard, of securing a safe haven in the new multilayered world. Having ac-
cess is a way of being included in the larger flow of activities that is inex-
orably moving the human race into a shared commercial arena and global
public square. The resurgence of cultural identity, then, serves a dual
function. It both establishes a boundary to differentiate oneself from the
outside world and provides a strong social vehicle that can be used to as-
sert one’s right to access to the global flows that surround.

From Class Politics to Cultural Politics

Managing cultural diversity would be tough enough, if it were only a mat-
ter of accommodating the often competing agendas of existing European
subcultures. The situation is exacerbated by the dramatic increase in im-
migrant cultures from outside the European Union.

The globalization of capital flows creates new divides. The world’s
poor are forced to migrate to wherever capital takes up residence. It’s a
matter of finding work. In Europe, companies are anxious to recruit
cheaper immigrant workers in order to cut their labor costs and remain
competitive in world markets. Immigrant groups will often take menial
jobs that the native population refuses to do. Cheap immigrant labor also
has the effect of dampening wages for everyone else. And, in a depressed
labor market with high structural unemployment, Europeans worry that
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immigrant groups will grab the few available manufacturing and service
jobs, at the expense of the native-born.

There is also the concern that immigrant cultures will strain an al-
ready overburdened welfare system by taking up precious social services.
In an era characterized by heavy taxes and diminishing welfare benefits,
native populations, and especially less endowed local cultural communi-
ties, are loath to have their taxes spent on educating “foreigners” and pro-
viding welfare benefits to support their families.

Lastly, native cultural communities claim that poor immigrants pose a
real threat to public safety. It is true that a disproportionate number of im-
migrants commit crimes and end up in prison. In Germany, for example,
foreigners make up a startling 33 percent of the prison population, even
though they comprise less than 9 percent of the country’s population. In
France, 26 percent of the prisoners are immigrants, while foreigners make
up only 8 percent of the population.2

The main reason for the high crime rate is the high unemployment
rate among foreigners living in the EU countries. In Germany, 15 percent of
the immigrant work population is unemployed, compared to 7 percent
of the native-born population. In France, the unemployment rate among
male immigrants is 20 percent, compared to 9 percent of the native-born
population. Europeans are growing increasingly apprehensive. In a recent
poll conducted by the European Commission, 39 percent of EU residents
said that legal immigrants should be sent home if they’re unemployed.
The immigrants counter that they would like to work but are systemati-
cally excluded from employment in many industries. In France, there are
more than fifty professions that exclude non-EU nationals from employ-
ment, including airline pilots, pharmacists, funeral-home directors, mid-
wives, and architects. Foreigners are even denied the right to obtain
licenses to sell alcohol and tobacco. Other countries sport similar employ-
ment restrictions.3

Immigrants are frequently discriminated against by their adopted
country. The discrimination, in turn, perpetuates the cycle of dire poverty
and alienation and fans the flames of social unrest among immigrants, cre-
ating a kind of vicious cycle that’s difficult to break. Then, too, immigrant
parents often are unable to exert the same kind of parental control over
children that they were able to command in their native land. The break-
down of family authority combined with abject poverty and a sense of
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rootlessness make for a powerful mix of escalating antisocial behavior and
crime.

Europeans, by and large, feel inundated and overwhelmed by the im-
migrant crush. The resentment has been building up slowly over the
course of the past half century and now threatens to undo the process of
Europeanization. Only 21 percent of Europeans polled in 2000 consid-
ered themselves to be “actively tolerant” of immigrants. More than half of
the EU population surveyed said that the quality of education suffers if the
immigrant percentage of the school population “is too high.”4 Moreover,
one half of the EU population agreed that “people from minority groups
abuse the social welfare system.”5

Even in the United Kingdom, which has long been known for being
somewhat more tolerant of immigrants, two-thirds of those surveyed said
that there were just too many foreigners in their country.6 Similarly,
according to a German poll, two-thirds of the population favor stronger
immigration controls.7 The growing resentment toward immigrants has
encouraged the birth of anti-immigration parties on the extreme right,
many of whom enjoy widespread popular support. The Italian Northern
League, the Swiss People’s Party, the Austrian Freedom Party, and the
French National Front have all met with success at the polls with their
populist appeals attacking immigrants.8

The EU as a Land of Immigrants

Although European countries have experienced migratory waves in the
past, the numbers, until late, have been relatively small compared to those
of the United States. America is a nation of immigrants. Everyone—with
the exception of Native Americans—came from somewhere else, and
most immigrants, at least for the first three centuries, arrived from Eu-
rope. European cultures, by contrast, have existed often in the same re-
gion for millennia of history. Welcoming newcomers has proved to be
challenging.

The modern wave of immigrants began arriving in Europe after
World War II. Labor shortages brought on by the losses of so many young
men and women in the war led Germany, France, Belgium, and Switzer-
land to recruit cheap labor from Southern Europe in the late 1950s and
1960s, and Turkey and North Africa in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s.9 Most
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of the foreign workers were characterized as guest workers and deemed to
be temporary rather than permanent residents. The U.K., France, and the
Netherlands drew immigrant labor from their foreign colonies. Italy and
Spain soon followed suit, by bringing in guest workers to fill menial jobs
within the agricultural sector.10 Labor shortages throughout Europe were
so acute at the time that immigrants were welcomed with open arms.
They were regarded as essential to the effort to rebuild the war-torn
economies of the continent. In the 1970s, the dramatic post–World War II
economic growth began to cool down. The OPEC oil embargo in 1973
led to a worldwide recession and growing unemployment lines across Eu-
rope. Fear over job loss ignited native political resentment and spawned
anti-immigrant movements in virtually every European country.

Immigration picked up again in the aftermath of the collapse of the
Soviet Empire and the tearing down of the Berlin Wall. The economic
boom in Western Europe in the 1990s brought in more immigrants.
Many were asylum-seekers and illegal aliens from Central and Eastern
Europe and especially war-ridden Yugoslavia.

The successive waves of immigrants into Western Europe over the
past five decades has nearly equaled the intensity of the great migrations
to America at the turn of the last century. Germany took in 24.5 million
immigrants between 1950 and 1988, while France opened its doors to
21.9 million immigrants. The U.K., Switzerland, and Scandinavia, as well
as the low countries of Holland, Luxembourg, and Belgium, accounted
for an additional 25 million immigrants.11

The European Commission reports that in 1999, nineteen million
people, or 5.1 percent of the total population of the fifteen member states,
were non-nationals. Thirty percent of the migrants, or six million people,
were from other EU member states. The remaining thirteen million im-
migrants, totally 3.4 percent of the total population of Europe, were from
outside the EU. By way of contrast, in 1985 there were only 8.4 million
third-party immigrants (non-EU nationals) living in Europe, or 2.3 per-
cent of the total population. In Austria, non-nationals make up 9 percent
of the population, and in Germany they make up nearly 7 percent of the
population. In France and Sweden, non-nationals comprise 6 percent of
the population.12

The sociological effects of this kind of rapid immigration can be bog-
gling. For example, in Germany in 1960, nearly everyone who married
was German. In only one marriage out of every twenty-five was a foreign
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national one of the partners. By 1994, in one out of every seven marriages,
one or both of the spouses were foreign born. Births are even more illu-
minating. In 1960, only 1.3 percent of births had a foreign father or
mother. By 1994, 18.8 percent of newborns had a foreign father, mother,
or both.13 Mixed cultural marriages seem to have two contradictory ef-
fects. They often deepen the sense of diminution of German culture and
lead to a more bitter cultural retrenchment and reprisals against foreign-
ers. At the same time, the fusing of cultural traditions opens up new chan-
nels of communications between the cultures and lessens some of the
cultural barriers, at least among the grown children of mixed marriages.

The mounting tensions over the influx of new immigrants led the In-
ternational Organization for Migration to conclude, in a report published
in the summer of 2002, that there is a prevailing view in Europe “that im-
migration pressures have reached intolerable levels.”14 The report warned
that Europeans feel that their identities are being jeopardized by the on-
slaught of foreign nationals.15

Still, to put all of this into perspective, the net migration rate into Eu-
rope between 1990 and 1998 was 2.2 percent, while U.S. net migration
during the same period was 3 percent, and Canada’s was 6 percent.16

The fact of the matter is that, whether justified or not, many—not all—
Europeans feel beleaguered by immigration, and their angst is not likely
to abate anytime soon.

Repopulating the Old World

The immigration backlash portends serious consequences for the long-
term well-being of Europe itself. The sad truth is that without a massive
increase in non-EU immigration in the next several decades, Europe is
likely to wither and die—both figuratively and literally.

According to the European Commission, total EU population is ex-
pected to peak around 2022. In just the next fifteen years alone, the popu-
lation over the age of sixty-five in Europe will increase by 22 percent. The
population over the age of eighty will grow even faster. The number of
very old people will rise by 50 percent, to more than twenty million. Eu-
ropeans between the ages of fifty-five and sixty-four will grow by 20 per-
cent, and in France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Ireland the
number of citizens between the age of fifty-five and sixty-four will grow by
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more than 40 percent. Currently, elderly people make up 16 percent of
the total EU population, but by 2010 they will represent 27 percent of the
entire population.17 The demographics become even more dire as we head
further into the century. By 2050, the population of older persons will in-
crease to 35 percent. There will be 2.4 old people for every child, and one-
third of the entire population of Europe will be over sixty years old.18 The
result is that the median age in Europe, which is now 37.7 years, will be
52.3 years in 2050. By contrast, in the U.S. the median age in 2050 will
have risen only slightly, to 35.4 years.19 Europe’s overall population is ex-
pected to fall by a startling 13 percent between 2000 and 2050.20 Some
individual countries fare even worse. Italy is projected to lose one-fifth
of its total population by 2050.21 (Italy already has the world’s oldest
population. Twenty-five percent of its citizens are over sixty years old.)
Spain’s current population of 39.9 million is expected to drop to 31.3
million by 2050.22

At the heart of the problem is the continent’s frighteningly low fertil-
ity rate. Europe has the lowest fertility rate of any region of the world. In
Spain, Sweden, Germany, and Greece, the fertility rate has dropped to 1.4
percent or lower, according to the World Health Organization. In Eastern
European countries such as Bulgaria, Latvia, and the Ukraine, the fertility
rate is even lower, at 1.1 percent.23

Historical comparisons tell the story. Among women born in West
Germany in 1950, 14.9 percent were childless. Of the women born in
West Germany in 1965, however, 31.2 percent were childless.24

The European Commission warns that “after centuries of continuous
expansion the end of European population growth is now in sight.”25 Fi-
nancial Times columnist Martin Wolf put it more bluntly, saying that “Eu-
rope is becoming a vast old people’s home.”26

The only saving grace in all of these dismal statistics is the fact that
when the EU enlarges from twenty-five to an expected twenty-eight
countries, its total population will be upward of 550 million people. The
U.S., which has a higher fertility rate, still won’t reach 550 million citizens
until at least 2050.27

Adding more countries with additional people won’t solve the prob-
lem of an aging population. Governments are worried. They have em-
barked on a number of programs to encourage more births. They have
provided handsome tax breaks for parents, paid maternity leave, free child
care, a reduction in utility rates for large families, and financial assistance
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for young parents to purchase homes. Still, these policy initiatives, to date,
have had little or no effect.28

There are a lot of reasons why fertility rates continue to drop. Euro-
peans stay in school longer and marry later. Women with careers are de-
ferring decisions about having children. Many couples require both
partners to work to maintain the standard of living they enjoyed when
they were growing up. Contraception, abortion, and divorce have also
played a role in keeping down the number of births. Moreover, many of
the younger generation prefer to be less tied to parental obligations and
more free to enjoy their lives.

An aging population is likely to result in Europe losing its competitive
edge in the world economy over the course of the first half of the twenty-
first century. Already the warning signs are ominous. Across Europe,
younger workers are organizing for what they call “generational justice.”29

They are feeling the burden of having to finance retirement benefits for
an aging older population. Recently, thirty thousand young people took to
the streets in Paris to protest what they regard as the overly generous pen-
sion benefits enjoyed by their parents’ generation.30

By 2006, more people will be retiring from the French workforce than
will be entering it. With fewer working people left to provide tax revenue
to finance retirement benefits, the French government, like other Euro-
pean nations, is suggesting radical changes in its pension program. Under
newly proposed legislation, workers would be required to work for forty
years rather than the current 37.5 years to secure full benefits.31 The
unions have vigorously fought the reforms and have staged several na-
tionwide one-day work stoppages.32 Prime Minister Jean-Pierre Raffarin
vows, however, to continue to push for pension reforms, saying that “this
is my duty to future generations.”33

In Germany, entitlements for retirees already account for 15 percent of
the nation’s GDP and by 2040 are expected to be as high as 26 percent of the
GDP.34 In Austria, the government has cut pension benefits by 10 percent
and is gradually raising the retirement age from sixty to sixty-five.35

Fewer younger workers paying for the retirement of an increasing
number of older workers—many of whom retire at age fifty-five and live
on pensions for more years than they worked—is clearly untenable. Econ-
omists warn that the drag on the European economy from having to sup-
port more and more retirees is likely to be catastrophic. The European
Commission estimates that the EU share of world gross product could
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plunge from its current 30 percent to less than 10 percent, making Europe
a second-tier economic region by the second half of the twenty-first cen-
tury.36 Any way you cut it, Europe’s aging population is going to prove to
be an increasing burden on the European economy.

The demographic reality places Europe in the throes of a dilemma.
The only way out, short of a miraculous rise in fertility—which is highly
unlikely—is to open the floodgates to millions of new immigrants. In an
article on the subject of Europe’s changing demographics that appeared in
Science Magazine in 2003, the authors, Wolfgang Lutz, Brian C. O’Neill,
and Sergei Scherbov, write that “there is a fear that just as the world is en-
tering its most competitive stage ever, Europe will be less competitive vis-
à-vis the United States and the Asian economies, which are much younger
and are benefiting from what you might call a demographic window of
opportunity.”37 The researchers conclude that Europe would have to take
in more than a million immigrants a year to be equivalent to European
women having, on average, one more child.38 Germany alone would have
to welcome 500,000 young immigrants every year for the next thirty
years, or double its birthrate, to avoid a steep demographic decline from
its current eighty-three million people to fewer than seventy million
people, and to reverse the aging of its population, which is expected to rise
from a current average age of forty-one to forty-nine by 2050.39

The question of immigration puts the European Dream to the ulti-
mate test. While it’s relatively easy to talk about encouraging diversity and
promoting inclusivity, it’s rather more difficult to open one’s door to out-
siders with whom native-born would have to share their own space and
fortunes.

Europeans find themselves, to some extent, caught between a rock and
a hard place. Without a massive influx of immigration over the next sev-
eral decades, Europeans will age and the European project will die. On the
other hand, a flood of immigration—and that’s what would be required for
the European economy to hold its own on the world stage—threatens to
overwhelm already strained government-welfare budgets and people’s
sense of their own cultural identity.

Unlike America, where accommodating waves of immigrants was rel-
atively easy because of the availability of cheap and free land, in Europe
every nook and cranny has long since been filled by different cultural
groups. There are few empty spaces to absorb newcomers. Most of the
new immigrants stream into already tightly congested urban and subur-
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ban areas, where they jostle with other immigrant groups and native pop-
ulations for a place to live their lives.

It’s difficult to imagine fifty million immigrants coming into Europe
between now and 2050.40 Even these numbers, says the European Com-
mission, would make only a marginal difference in the old-age dependency
ratio in 2050.41 According to the commission, “Immigration can con-
tribute to filling certain specific gaps in the European labour market, but
it can in no way stop or reverse the process of significant population age-
ing in Europe.”42 To make a real difference, robust immigration would
have to be combined with a dramatic increase in fertility. That means
bringing the number of births back up to 2.1 percent, the level at which
Europe would be able to exactly reproduce its population.43

The strangest aspect of what’s unfolding in Europe is the seeming dis-
connect between an aging population and a young dream. In the past, civ-
ilizations flushed with the vitality and dynamism of youth were the ones
that created powerful new dreams to guide them into the future. The
French and American revolutions were made by young men and women.
It was Thomas Paine, the great revolutionary leader, who fought in both
the American and French revolutions, who said, “Every age and genera-
tion must be as free to act for itself, in all cases, as the ages and generation
which preceded it.”44

The new European Dream is of a far different sort. It does not share
the passion of the early American Dream, with its vision of a young cho-
sen people destined for greatness. It is less evangelical and more patient.
Its goal is harmony, not hegemony. It speaks to a future world where
people can live in peace with one another, enjoy a quality of life, and have
the opportunity to fulfill a more private dream of personal transformation.
In short, it is not the exuberance of youth but is rather the wisdom of age
that propels the European Dream.

Dreams are always about expectations for the future. Immigrants to
America were willing to sacrifice to make a better world for their children.
Their hopes were enshrined in the birthrate. Having children represented
a kind of litmus test of their faith in the future. Can there really be a Eu-
ropean Dream, then, without a heartfelt commitment to reproducing the
population who will be its beneficiaries?

Increasing the fertility rate and making room for new immigrants re-
quires sacrifice. The question, then, is this: In a post-modern world where
quality of life and personal transformation in the here and now often take
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precedence over sacrifices that will benefit others in the far-off future,
how likely are Europeans to compromise their present options on behalf
of creating opportunities for others not yet here? I would suggest that the
success or failure of the emergent European Dream hinges, to a great ex-
tent, on how the current generation of Europeans address the issues of
fertility and immigration. What good is a dream if there is no one left in
the future to benefit from its promise? For the European Dream to live on
and be fulfilled, Europeans will need to address the two most critical chal-
lenges before them: reproducing their numbers in a sustainable fashion
and welcoming new strangers into their midst.

Cultural Diasporas and Multi-Allegiances

There is a fundamental difference in the way immigration manifests itself
in Europe compared to what we have traditionally experienced here in the
U.S. In America, immigrants quickly assimilated into the dominant cul-
ture. Many were anxious to leave their pasts behind. Their dream was to
become an American. The children of immigrants were, more often than
not, embarrassed by their parents’ customs and ways and did everything
they could to shed their past. “Starting over” was part and parcel of the
American Dream.

The immigration dynamic in Europe is of a quite different nature. Im-
migrants are not as anxious to assimilate. Quite the contrary. Most take
their culture with them, much like gypsies have for centuries. Cultural di-
asporas have forced a rethinking of the very idea of immigration and, in so
doing, created new challenges and opportunities in Europe and through-
out the rest of the world.

Ethnographers have identified more than two thousand separate nation-
peoples in the world today. Because there are only two hundred territorial
nation-states recognized under international law, the vast majority of dis-
tinct peoples live as minorities in their own countries or as displaced
people wandering around the world in search of a home.45

Globalization of financial flows, communications, and transportation
has sped the global flow of human labor. The world is experiencing a great
migratory upheaval as individuals and whole peoples pick up stakes and
journey to catch up to the flow of capital. Millions of human beings are in
transit each year, most moving from south to north and east to west to find
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new economic opportunities in more affluent lands. Whole peoples have
become like the wandering Jews of the last two millennia. Many, like the
ethnic Chinese, exist in tight-knit communities designed to re-create their
cultures abroad. It is estimated that fifty million Chinese now live outside
China.46

The very notion of a diaspora is that one’s allegiances and loyalties are
still partially attached to one’s traditional homeland. A homeland is often
territorial but is also defined in terms of shared customs and traditions,
common language, folklore, and religion.

Communications and transportation, in particular, have allowed people
to be in two worlds at the same time. In past centuries, land migrations
and journeys across oceans to distant lands were usually permanent.
Few ever returned to their native land. And communication by letters
back home was so unpredictable and took so long that little contact was
maintained with family and friends in the old country. While the old
cultural ways stayed alive for a time in the hearts and in the practices
of immigrants, they invariably faded after two or three generations in
a new land.

Today, an Egyptian immigrant to America can watch television pro-
gramming twenty-four hours a day from his native country. Sports, enter-
tainment, and news keep the immigrant abreast of the latest developments
back home. The Internet, landlines, and cell phones provide instant con-
tact with kin. Cheap airline travel allows for frequent personal trips back
and forth between both homes. One can engage in a rich network of com-
mercial, social, and even political activity with members of the same cul-
ture strung out in cultural pockets all over the world. These diaspora
public spheres create a new dimension to culture. No longer strictly bound
by geography, cultures are becoming increasingly de-territorialized and
mobile. One’s sense of being is less anchored to a place than to a state of
mind. Cultures are becoming transnational and global, just like commer-
cial and political activity.

People live their culture “both here and there,” notes the German so-
ciologist Ulrich Beck.47 Nowhere is this more evident than in the recent
migratory flows between Mexico and the United States. A detailed study
of Mexican communities in the U.S. by the American sociologist Robert
Smith reveals how different the new twenty-first-century post-modern
immigration is from the earlier assimilationist, or “melting pot,” models
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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Smith reports on the establishment of support committees in New
York made up of Mexican migrant workers who donated money for the
laying down of drinking-water pipes and for the reconstruction of
churches, buildings, and even town squares back in their native villages in
Mexico. The sums collected by Mexican migrants living in the U.S. were
often greater than the public expenditures on infrastructure in their vil-
lages back home. Mexican immigrants living in the U.S. also participated
actively in decisions on how the funds were to be deployed and were in
continual dialogue with officials in their native communities vis-à-vis tele-
conferences.48 Mexican mayors even traveled to New York to submit com-
munity investment proposals before migrant associations.49

Transnational businesses also enmesh Mexican migrants in the States
with their counterparts in Mexico. For example, La Puebla Food Corpora-
tion, a small family-run tortilla-producing businesses in New York, con-
nects its production and marketing operations with business and markets
back home, creating its own version of transnational commerce.

Moreover, the increasing number of Mexican immigrants living in the
U.S. gives them additional political clout. Politicians running for office in
much of the Southwest part of the U.S. cannot hope to be elected without
the support of Mexican-American voters. That gives Mexican-American
associations the political muscle to influence political decisions in the U.S.
that affect the vital interests of Mexico.50 Nor is the Mexican-American
immigrant unique. It is estimated, for example, that just the flow of funds
from immigrants back to their native communities amounts to more than
$100 billion per year, with 60 percent of the funds going to developing
countries. That exceeds official development assistance to third-world
countries.51

In many instances, the proliferation of cultural diasporas with split al-
legiances and loyalties has proved to be vexing and even threatening to the
native-born population. The influx of Muslims into Europe, and espe-
cially France, is a good case study. Muslims now make up 8 percent of the
French population. Many of the nearly five million Muslim immigrants—
mostly from Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia—are second and third gener-
ation.52 They consider themselves both French and Muslim. Sometimes,
however, the two loyalties collide.

In 2003, in the city of Lyon, a sixteen-year-old Muslim girl wore a
head scarf—the traditional garb among Muslim women—to public
school, igniting a political firestorm across France about what should be
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regarded as appropriate behavior of immigrants living in the country.
Teachers at the school saw the girl’s act as provocative and divisive and re-
fused to let her attend class. A 1994 government policy ruling allows
schools to prohibit “ostentatious displays” of religious symbols within the
schools. France’s official head-scarf mediator, Hanifa Cherifi, attempted
to mediate between the girl’s family and local school authorities and even-
tually succeeded in arranging a compromise between the parties—but not
before the French public weighed in on both sides of the issue in a highly
charged and polarized debate.53

The Muslim community argued that the girl’s right to practice her re-
ligion and customs was being violated. Government officials, however,
made the point that French policy, ever since the founding of the repub-
lic, has emphasized the indivisibility of French citizenry, and therefore
does not recognize the existence of minorities or separate nations in its
midst. Roger Fauroux, president of France’s High Council on Integration,
an independent body that advises the government on integration issues,
spoke for many of his fellow countrymen, arguing that “there has been
one obsession since the French Republic was created: The unity of the
French people is fragile so let’s not make it more fragile.”54 On February
12, 2004, the French National Assembly voted by an overwhelming mar-
gin of 494 to 36 to ban the wearing of Muslim head scarves and other re-
ligious symbols including Christian crosses and Jewish skullcaps in public
schools. While the new law reflects the sentiment of the vast majority of
French citizens, it served to further anger an already deeply alienated
Muslim community living in France.55

The French assimilationist ideal has been under increasing attack in re-
cent decades, as Muslims and other immigrants have flooded into France.
In Marseille, France’s second largest city, where 10 percent of the popula-
tion is Arab and 17 percent Muslim, the question is becoming, What is au-
thentic French culture? “We are no longer a France of baguettes and
berets, but a France of ‘Allah-u akbar’ and mosques,” quipped Mustapha
Zergour, the head of a French-Arab radio station in Marseille.56

The Muslim diasporas are transforming parts of France into a multi-
cultural transnational sphere. Many of the immigrants are poor, discrimi-
nated against, jobless, and living in squalid urban and suburban ghettos
with high crime rates. They are regarded with increasing suspicion and
fear among the older entrenched French population. At the same time,
the dire plight of many young Muslims is pushing some toward extreme
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religious fundamentalism. Al Qaeda and other militant Muslim groups
have been successful in recruiting Muslim youth into terrorist cells, cast-
ing fear among Frenchmen everywhere in the country.

In 2003, the French government established the French Council of
the Muslim Faith, an organization whose function is to represent the
Muslim community at the national level. France is also experimenting, for
the first time, with affirmative action programs in an effort to lift the
prospects of poor Muslim youth.57

France is not the only country in Europe confronted with a growing
population of Muslim immigrants. There are now more than ten million
Muslim immigrants living inside the European Union, in addition to an-
other five million Muslims who have lived in places like Bosnia, Albania,
and Kosovo for centuries. Europe is expected to take in ten million more
Muslims in the next ten years alone, and if Turkey becomes part of the
Union, sixty million more Muslims will join the ranks of EU citizenry.
As the native population of Europe ages, demographers estimate that
a younger Muslim population sporting larger families will soon come to
make up more than 10 percent of the European population, and maybe
much more by mid-century. Already, Muslim Turks in Germany, Muslim
Pakistanis in the U.K., and Muslim Moroccans in Spain make up sizable
cultural diasporas.58 Their presence is transforming their new homelands.
Writing in The New York Times Magazine, Timothy Garton Ash reflects on
how pervasive the Muslim immigrants’ influence is becoming. He writes,
“I have just bought my newspaper from a Muslim news agent, picked up
my cleaning from a Muslim cleaner, and collected my prescription from a
Muslim pharmacist, all in leafy North Oxford.”59

The Muslim influence is particularly challenging because Islam has
traditionally viewed itself as a universal brotherhood of the faith. One’s al-
legiance to Islam is supposed to supercede allegiances to any particular
culture, place, or political institution. Many devout Muslims believe that
one’s first loyalty must be directed toward upholding the faith and ex-
pressing solidarity with other Muslims. Loyalty to nation-states has been
far less central to the thinking of the Muslim world than in the Christian
world. In the post-9/11 era, the uncovering of global Muslim networks
channeling financial assistance, political support, and even paramilitary
support to terrorist networks was unsettling.

Growing concern over possible terrorist attacks on European soil be-
came real on March 11, 2004, when Muslims from the Moroccan Islamic
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Combatant Group, with suspected links to Al Qaeda, blew up commuter
trains in downtown Madrid, killing 200 people and injuring more than
1,500 people. The worst terrorist attack in more than a half century in
Europe sent the continent reeling. Within days of the strike, Spanish vot-
ers went to the polls in a national election and cast out the center-right
Popular Party in favor of the Socialists, in large part to express their op-
position to Spain’s decision, a year earlier, to support the U.S. by commit-
ting Spanish troops to the Iraqi war. The incoming Socialist Prime
Minister, José Luís Rodríguez Zapatero, announced that Spain was with-
drawing its troops from Iraq and declared the Iraqi war “a disaster” that
“hasn’t generated anything but more violence and hate.”60

Only one of the suspected terrorists in the Madrid bombings was a
Spanish citizen. Still, the Spanish public, and Europeans in general, worry
that terrorists from outside the Union might find safe havens among local
Islamic populations living in Europe, allowing them to recruit new mem-
bers and establish home-grown cells.

Although the vast majority of Muslims are peaceful, law-abiding citi-
zens of the countries in which they reside, it is probably fair to say that
there are at least some whose loyalty to the state is thin in comparison to
their loyalty to Islam. (The same might be said of certain Orthodox Jew-
ish sects and fundamentalist Christian communities.) Interestingly, their
very universalism makes the Muslim world potentially more comfortable
in a globalized society than many others. The challenge is whether the
Muslim faith can reinstate the kind of tolerant acceptance of other reli-
gions and cultures that was the religion’s moniker at the peak of its influ-
ence in the thirteenth, fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries.

Cultural diasporas are undermining the traditional relationship be-
tween a people, property, and territory. For aeons of history, the three
were virtually inseparable. No longer. Cultures exist in multiple domains,
both virtual and real. As cultural communities disperse throughout the
world, they begin to reorganize themselves in ways that more closely re-
semble nodes in networks. Sophisticated communications and transporta-
tion technologies allow members of shared cultures to stay linked socially
and commercially across myriad national boundaries. Cultural diasporas
provide a vehicle that allows a people to retain their sense of identity while
negotiating their way in an increasingly globalized world. In the new era,
everything is more mobile. Even property, in the form of capital, credit,
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and investment, is no longer rigidly attached to territory but free to circu-
late between nodes within worldwide diaspora networks.

Seen in a broader perspective, the proliferation of cultural diasporas
marks the beginning of the end of the more geographically limited notion
of the “public sphere” as a boundaried system inside a nation-state con-
tainer. Cultural diasporas open the door to the possibility of a truly global
public sphere made up of diverse cultural communities that exist both
inside and across national boundaries and are no longer determined by
territory.

Yale University anthropologist Arjun Appadurai makes the argument
that much of the violence unfolding between cultural groups is the result
of not being able to escape the old political logic that ties nation to terri-
tory and state.

This incapacity of many deterritorialized groups to think their way
out of the imaginary of the nation-state is itself the cause of much
global violence because many movements of emancipation and iden-
tity are forced, in their struggles against existing nation-states, to
embrace the very imaginary they seek to escape.61

According to Appadurai, cultural diasporas have yet to create a language
“to capture complex, nonterritorial, postnational forms of allegiance.” He
concludes by suggesting that “neither popular nor academic thought . . .
has come to terms with the difference between being a land of immigrants
and being one node in a postnational network of diasporas.”62

What happens, then, in an era of global labor flows, when people
switch from one region of the world to another with the same ease that
people used to shift residence from one town to the next? And, if they take
their cultural identity with them wherever they take up residence in the
world, so they can be “both here and there” at the same time, how are we
to go about redefining the politics of geography? Diaspora politics is, by
its very nature, transnational and global in its frame of reference and out-
look. A Europe made up of cultural diasporas from all over the world be-
comes, in effect, a global public square.

The old conventional idea of swearing exclusive allegiance to one’s
new land becomes increasingly problematic in a world of cultural diaspo-
ras. Can Americans or, for that matter, French, German, or British citi-

T H E  I M M I G R A N T  D I L E M M A 2 6 3

279



zens, ever feel really comfortable sharing their land with people whose al-
legiances are split? In a world where people take their culture with them,
don’t expect immigrants to be readily disposed to make the ultimate sacri-
fice expected by nation-states—to bear arms in defense of the state and be
willing to give one’s life to one’s country.

But absent this kind of unswerving loyalty to a territorially anchored
nation-state, bound by a commonly accepted meta-narrative and ideology
to live by, how do disparate peoples get along? What unites them, if not
shared territory, loyalty to the state, and a common ideology?

The answer to the question begins with a willingness to rethink our no-
tion of political space and time in a globalized world. While we’ve dis-
cussed various aspects of the spatial and temporal re-orientation occurring
in the wake of globalization, two further considerations warrant discussion.

Living in Multiple Spaces and in Deep Time

For starters, in a world increasingly made up of cultural diasporas, politi-
cal space is more complex. Borrowing from Hedley Bull’s idea of a neo-
medieval political arrangement, theologian John Milbank of the Univesity
of Virginia argues that the idea of “enlightenment simple space” is too
limited a notion in a dense, layered, and highly embedded world of con-
tending and overlapping lived realities.63 The space of the Enlightenment,
with its emphasis on abstract measurement, location, extension, and
boundaries, is unable to accommodate the crosscutting loyalties and com-
peting agendas of real communities bumping up against one another in
lived spaces. Milbank suggests that the older idea of “gothic complex
space” might be a more appropriate metaphor for rethinking spatial cate-
gories.64 In the medieval world, space was more relational than territorial,
and boundaries were less fixed and more porous. There were fewer bor-
ders separating public and private lives, and human activity was entangled
in a complex set of stories that overlapped. Michel Foucault explained the
medieval sense of space this way:

In the Middle Ages there was a hierarchic ensemble of places; sacred
places and profane places; protected places and open, exposed places;
urban places and rural places (all these concern the real life of men).
In cosmological theory, there were the supercelestial places, as op-
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posed to the celestial and the celestial place was in its turn opposed
to the terrestrial place. . . . It was this complete hierarchy, this oppo-
sition, this intersection of places that constituted what could very
roughly be called medieval space: the space of emplacement.65

Cultural diasporas, because they are lived simultaneously both “here
and there,” are attached in time, not in space, and are therefore not con-
tainable by geography. With people increasingly living in multiple places,
with multiple loyalties, political space needs to be redefined in a way that
loosens up the old rigidity of bounded territory. Some scholars talk about
introducing the idea of Maze Europe, suggesting that fixed borders give
way to zones of interactivity, fuzzy or rolling borders held together by
multilevel regulatory arrangements.66 That’s beginning to happen in the
EU as regions, CSOs, and cultural diasporas interact across traditional
nation-state boundaries. It’s also happening at the periphery of the EU.
Many countries bordering the EU and even those somewhat removed
have entered into various “associational arrangements” with the EU. As
commercial, political, and cultural exchanges between the EU and its
neighbors increase in density, borders become even fuzzier. Harvard’s
John Gerard Ruggie argues that the EU’s very mission, at least in the past,
is to unbundle territory.67

On the other hand, the EU is taking strong measures to ensure its bor-
ders against the illegal flow of immigration into the community. The ear-
lier mentioned Schengen Agreement, to develop a unified approach to
policing the EU borders and to block the flow of illegal immigration, is
being zealously pursued. If it all sounds a bit contradictory, it is. The EU
is caught between the old politics of bounded territory and the new poli-
tics of global space. It’s trying to accommodate emergent global, political,
and commercial realities within the constraints imposed by its members,
whose authority and legitimacy are attached to territoriality. It’s no won-
der that Jacques Delors, the former European Commission president, re-
ferred to the EU as “an unidentified political object.”68

The EU’s confusion about what constitutes geography in an era of cul-
tural diasporas and globalized commercial flows becomes all the more ob-
vious when the question of bringing new members into the fold is raised.
Some of the EU’s architects remember back to their student days in the
spring of 1968 when French radicals declared “to hell with borders.”69

The EU claims to be inclusive and says that membership ought to be
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based on shared universal principles, which leads some observers to sug-
gest a “Europe without shores.”70 While no one seriously entertains the
idea of a Europe that potentially envelops the globe, there is a growing
recognition that the EU “represents a break with the modern conception
of political territoriality.”71

The most difficult point of trying to establish a politics that transcends
territoriality is figuring out how to unite all of the contending forces in a
new sense of shared purpose that is as powerful as the age-old territorial
imperative. Jean-Marie Guéhenno, the former under-secretary-general for
Peacekeeping Operations at the United Nations, put it best: “Having lost
the comfort of our geographical boundaries, we must in effect rediscover
what creates the bond between humans that constitute a community.”72

If the new spatial reality is far more complex than the simple geome-
try of the Enlightenment permits, the changing temporal reference is
equally complicated. While the temporality of the older American Dream
is all future-directed, the temporality of the emergent European Dream
combines all three temporal domains—past, present, and future—in a sin-
gle gestalt. For Americans, the only real consideration was how to im-
prove one’s lot by making something out of oneself. Striving for a better
future, both material and emotional, has been at the root of the American
Dream. Most American immigrants chose to forget their past and sacrifice
their present for future rewards. The European Dream, by contrast, is far
more ambitious. Europeans want to preserve and nurture their cultural
heritage, enjoy a good quality of life in the here and now, and create a sus-
tainable world of peace in the near or not too distant future. And, on top
of all this, they seek to establish a politics based on inclusivity—that is,
honoring everyone’s individual dream equally—a difficult challenge by
any stretch of the imagination.

What we have, then, is a radical new spatial and temporal orientation
and a new European Dream that is emerging out of it. Still, missing from
the equation is a new social glue that’s powerful enough to bind 455 million
people together in common cause. That glue has to be even stronger and
more cohesive than the existing social glue that binds people to territorial
and nation-state loyalty, if the European Dream is to become a reality.
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13
Unity in Diversity

THE EUROPEAN DREAM is compelling but seems a bit utopian
and out of reach. It’s hard to imagine hundreds of millions of
people coalescing around such a grand vision. But, then, the idea

that people might come together around democratic values and nation-
state ideology would probably have seemed equally fanciful and far-fetched
in the late medieval era. The question is, What kind of new-shared bond
would propel people to transcend their old loyalties and make the Euro-
pean Dream a viable universal dream? Put simply, although it’s no simple
task, we’d have to be willing to broaden our sense of attachment from
property rights and obligations grounded in territory to universal human
rights and obligations grounded in our collective participation on a shared
Earth.

Shared Vulnerabilities and Global Consciousness

Before the skeptics and cynics dismiss such notions as utterly unachiev-
able, let me say that globalizing forces make such a prospect less unlikely
now than in any other period of human history.
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First, the increasing mobility of the human race and the de-spatialization
of culture in the form of dispersed cultural diasporas as well as the emer-
gence of a global public square make property rights and narrow territo-
rial interests at least less important in human affairs than in the past.

Second, the contours of vulnerability have changed dramatically for
the human race. In ancient times, when life was lived in local space and
time, vulnerability of all kinds was similarly local. Threats to one’s survival
and security were generated close to home. The surrounding wild, war-
ring lords, and disease and pestilence rarely had effects beyond the region.
For this reason, the political institutions needed to provide a sense of se-
curity were local and regional. In the modern era, when improvements in
communication and transportation brought people together across greater
distances and in more dense patterns of activity, threats to one’s survival
and security also expanded. Commercial activity extended to broader geo-
graphic markets, human mobility increased dramatically over far greater
distances, and the pace and flow of human activity quickened. Vulnerabil-
ity, in turn, expanded in direct proportion to the compression of space and
time and the acceleration of human interactivity. Local principalities and
city-states were too parochial and narrow in their reach to protect their
subjects. The result was the formation of nation-states.

Today, the compression of space and time is giving rise to a global flow
of human activity. The dramatic increase in the density of human ex-
change, in turn, is creating new threats to security whose effects are often
immediate and global in scale. Terrorism, the threat of nuclear war, global
warming, computer viruses, the cloning of human beings, the death of the
oceans, the loss of biodiversity, the growing ozone tear, a scandal in re-
gional trading markets, and any number of other events can tip the world
into chaos.

Nation-states are too geographically constrained to effectively deal
with global threats and risks. Moreover, nation-states are designed to pro-
tect property and defend territory. They are exclusive, not inclusive, gov-
erning institutions. They were never conceived of as vehicles to manage
global risks and threats.

What would happen, however, if millions—even billions—of human
beings were to really believe that global threats to their security were at
least as real and dangerous as the more localized threats that they face
each day? Addressing these threats would require a new covenant among
human beings that extended their commitment and allegiances, as well as
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their sense of security, beyond the narrow limits of territory, and the more
limited protection afforded by property rights and civil rights.

Universal human rights is the next political chapter in the evolving
history of our species. Some champions of universal human rights mistak-
enly believe that support of human rights ultimately stems from altruism
and is motivated by goodwill alone. While altruism and goodwill play a
role, there is another side to human rights—one that finds cause in a sense
of vulnerability and the need for security. David Beetham writes that “it is
as much the exposure to common threats as the sharing in a common hu-
manity that justifies the claim that the human rights agenda is universal.”1

The first real awareness of humanity’s shared vulnerability came with
the dropping of the atomic bombs on the populations of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki, Japan, in 1945. We quickly came to realize that our common
humanity was at risk in the event of an all-out nuclear war. Ulrich Beck
writes that “with nuclear . . . contamination, we experience the ‘end of
“the other.” ’”2 Today, we are subject to a host of global problems that af-
fect all of humanity. Solutions, in turn, require a collective effort.

Cambridge University political scientist Bryan Turner argues that the
notion of “human frailty” and “vulnerability” and the accompanying feel-
ing of sympathy are the only universally shared emotions that have the
power to unite humanity and provide a foundation for acceptance of uni-
versal human rights.3 Turner notes that rights have traditionally been tied
to Lockean notions of property. These kinds of rights, by their very nature,
cannot be regarded as universal, because they establish, from the get-go,
the idea of “mine vs. thine.” Individual property rights and, by extension,
the territorial rights of nation-states are meant to be exclusionary. While
one might make the case that everyone has the right to acquire property,
it’s not the kind of right that brings all of humanity together in some deep,
fundamental way.4 On the contrary, the struggle between the possessed
and the dispossessed over property rights has probably done more to di-
vide our species than any other socially constructed phenomenon. Even
the more vague right espoused by Thomas Jefferson in our Declaration of
Independence, the right to pursue happiness, is “notable for its cultural
diversity,” observes Harvard sociologist Barrington Moore. “Only mis-
ery,” notes Moore, “is characterized by its unity.”5

Borrowing from the earlier works of Arnold Gehlen and Helmut
Plessner, Turner makes the point that “human beings are ontologically
frail, and . . . that social arrangements, or social institutions, are precari-
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ous.”6 People are subject to natural disasters, hunger and disease, the
wrath of their fellow human beings, and natural decay and death. Now
these frailties are compounded by the unpredictability brought about by
the increased density of human exchange and the introduction of power-
ful new technologies whose negative impacts can be felt quickly and on a
global scale.

Turner’s views about the “human condition” differ substantially from
those of Thomas Hobbes, who argued that people were inherently aggres-
sive and acquisitive, rather than frail and dependent. Hobbes believed that
people entered into a social contract to ensure a certain kind of security—
their right to acquire property without fear of expropriation by others.
Turner, however, believes that what unites people is not acquisitiveness—
How could greed be a uniting force?—but participation in a “community
of suffering.” His thoughts might be regarded as a secularization of the
Christ story.7

People require political institutions, according to Turner, because they
are open and vulnerable, not because they are cunning and aggressive.8 By
reconfiguring the universality of the human condition in this way, Turner
opens up the possibility of advancing a new vision for the human race to
embrace. In the medieval world of Christendom, humanity’s fallen nature
was considered its universal condition, and eternal salvation was offered
up as the dream to unite humanity. In the modern era, humanity’s utilitar-
ian and acquisitive nature was thought of as its universal condition, and
material progress was embraced as a unifying dream. In the global era,
frailty and vulnerability become humanity’s universal condition, and global
consciousness becomes the sought-after dream. Likewise, proprietary ob-
ligations structured the faith-centered salvationist worldview of Christen-
dom, property rights structured the utilitarian era of material progress,
and in the new world coming, human rights become the indivisible norm
to advance global consciousness and foster a sustainable stewardship of
the Earth.

Frailty and vulnerability are arguably a universal condition. But that
doesn’t mean that everyone is going to automatically embrace universal
human rights. For that to happen, human beings would need to internal-
ize a sense of empathy with the same passionate commitment that earlier
generations felt when they substituted reason for faith. Only by empathiz-
ing with another’s plight—their suffering—does one come to value the
notion of universal human rights.

2 7 0 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M

286



From the Age of Reason 
to the Age of Empathy

The social glue that kept the Christian dream of eternal salvation alive and
vibrant was faith. In the modern age, reason became the coveted behavior
to secure material progress. In the new era, empathy is the human re-
sponse to shared vulnerability and the key to global awareness.

To empathize is to cross over and experience, in the most profound
way, the very being of another—especially the other’s struggle to endure
and prevail in his or her own life journey. Even though empathy has deep
biological roots, like language, it, too, has to be practiced and continually
renewed to be of use. Empathy is the ultimate expression of communica-
tion between beings.

In the long sweep of human history, what becomes clear is that the hu-
man journey is, at its core, about the extension of empathy to broader and
more inclusive domains. Parents’ empathy for their child is the first class-
room. At this stage, the process is both biologically driven and socially
constructed. Each step beyond this most biologically rooted connection
requires patient revelation. Empathy is something that reveals itself to us
if we are open to the experience. And we are most often open when we
have experienced personal hardships and travails in our own individual
journeys to endure and prevail.

While the human journey, then, is often littered with defeats and fail-
ures and suffering of immense magnitude, the saving grace is that the
hardships we endure, both individually and collectively, can prepare us to
be open to the plight of others, to console them and champion their
causes.

“Do unto others as we would have others do unto us” is the opera-
tional expression of the empathetic process. At first, the Golden Rule
extended only to kin and tribe. Eventually, it was extended to people of
like-minded values—those who shared a common religion, nationality, or
ideology. Today, the global risk society has become like a giant classroom
for the extension of empathy. Modern communications and transporta-
tion allow us to witness the frailty, vulnerability, and suffering of our fel-
low human beings, as well as our fellow creatures and the Earth we
inhabit, on a daily basis. We begin to experience the plight of others as our
own. When, for example, an American parent watches a television inter-
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view with a bereaved parent in some distant part of the world who just lost
her child to the ravages of AIDS, the connection is immediate and heart-
felt. We think, That could be my child.

Turner’s point is that “human beings will want their rights to be rec-
ognized because they see in the plight of others their own (possible) mis-
ery.”9 Altruistic feelings don’t run as deep as empathetic ones. So while
altruism may be a basis for some people believing in universal human
rights, it doesn’t penetrate deep enough to the core of our being like em-
pathy and therefore is less powerful an emotional force in engendering a
transformation of human consciousness.

If utilitarian reason wed us to a world of “mine vs. thine,” encoded in
property rights, then empathy takes us into a new world of “we,” embed-
ded in universal human rights.

Empathy is the new social glue and universal human rights the new le-
gal code of behavior for promoting a global consciousness. That’s not to
imply, however, that the older social glues of faith and reason that wed hu-
manity to a transcendent quest and material progress are therefore no
longer relevant and ought to be abandoned. Rather, a fully articulated
global consciousness makes room for all three social clues but in a non-
hierarchical fashion. Faith, reason, and empathy are all critical to a mature
human consciousness. One does not preclude the other but, rather, sug-
gests the other. St. Thomas Aquinas, the great thirteenth-century scholas-
tic of the Church, struggled to find an accommodation between faith and
reason—the so-called “delicate synthesis.” The urgent intellectual task of
the coming global era is to create a new synthesis that unites faith, reason,
and empathy in a powerful mix that allows each to be a door to the other.

Enforcing Universal Human Rights

Universal threats require the adoption of universal rights and obligations.
While the shrinking of the world is helping to expand our notion of vul-
nerability and empathy, how do we create an institutional vehicle to give
universal human rights the same enforceable status that property rights
have enjoyed in the nation-state era?

We’d have to begin by rethinking citizenship. Traditionally, the rights
people enjoyed were by dint of their status as citizens of a sovereign coun-
try. In recent years, however, the state’s right to confer citizenship and be
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the ultimate arbiter of the rights of each citizen has steadily eroded. The
proliferation of multiple identities has significantly weakened the state’s
hegemony over citizenship. For example, historically, a person could not
claim citizenship in a new country unless he or she renounced his or her
previous citizenship in the country from which he or she emigrated. This
view held sway in most countries until after World War II. The U.S. State
Department would regularly inform dual citizens living abroad that if they
reached maturity while still living outside the U.S., they would forfeit
their U.S. citizenship. Governments were leery of citizens whose loyalties
might be compromised, especially in times of war.

In the more mobile world of global labor flows and cultural diasporas,
dual citizenship is no longer an anomaly but is, rather, a fact of life. Most
Americans would be surprised to learn that 90 percent of the more than
one million people who immigrate to our shores each year come from
countries that allow multiple citizenship. (More than half the nations in
the world honor multiple citizenship.) Currently, some forty million
Americans are eligible to claim citizenship in another country.10 That
means that one out of every seven Americans could potentially vote in an-
other country, run for office, and even serve in its armed forces.

The concept of citizenship is changing dramatically to meet the needs
of a globalizing world. In his now famous essay Citizenship and Social Class,
published in 1950, T. H. Marshall, the British political philosopher, out-
lined three stages in the history of citizenship and the rights and duties
conferred by it. Citizenship, he wrote, conferred civil rights in the eigh-
teenth century, political rights in the nineteenth century, and social rights
in the twentieth century.11 Civil rights guaranteed the right to private
property and other associated rights, including the right to privacy, the
right to bear arms (in the case of America), as well as the rights to freedom
of expression, religion, and press. Political rights extended the franchise
from white male property owners to women, minorities, and the poor. In
the twentieth century, citizenship included social rights, including the
right to health care, education, and pensions. The evolution of citizens’
rights was meant to allow each person the opportunity to pursue a full and
meaningful life.

Now, the notion of what a full and meaningful life means has broad-
ened and deepened once again, suggesting the need for a further meta-
morphosis in the idea of citizenship and the rights and obligations that go
along with it.
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Sociologist John Urry lists six new categories of citizenship emerging
in the post-modern era. First, there is cultural citizenship, which recog-
nizes the right of every culture to preserve and nurture its identity. Sec-
ond, there is the right of minorities to take up residence and remain in
other societies and receive the full rights as well as undertake the full re-
sponsibilities of the native-born population. Third, there is the right of
ecological citizenship. Every human being has the right to live in a sus-
tainable and harmonious relationship with the Earth and to enjoy the
fruits of the natural world. Fourth, there is the concept of cosmopolitan
citizenship—the right of every human being to enter into relationships
with other citizens, societies, and cultures without interference by state
authorities. Fifth, there is consumer citizenship, by which we mean the
rights of people to open access to goods, services, and information flowing
across the world. Sixth is mobility citizenship, which covers the rights and
responsibilities of visitors and tourists in the passage through other lands
and cultures.12

All of these new kinds of citizenship exist below and beyond as well as
within nation-state borders. Each in its own way undermines nation-state
territoriality as the exclusive realm of citizen engagement. The new forms
of citizenship are de-territorializing rights and making them universal in
nature and scope. The rub, notes Urry, is that “there is an increasing
contradiction between rights, which are universal, uniform and globally
defined, and social identities, which are particularistic and territorially
specified.”13

Citizenship is becoming increasingly international as human activity
becomes increasingly global. The old idea of tying citizenship to nation-
ality appears almost quaint in a world of global commerce, transnational
civil society movements, and shifting cultural diasporas.

Even the very word “citizen” is grossly inadequate to define the new
rights and obligations that are emerging in a globalized society. “Citizen”
comes from the Latin root civis, which means “to be a member of a city.”
One’s rights and obligations, therefore, are tied to a place. Universal hu-
man rights eclipse any particular place. They exist independent of terri-
tory. That’s why rights activists use the term “human rights” as opposed to
“citizen rights,” to make clear the difference between the old idea of tying
rights to territory and the new idea of de-territorializing rights and mak-
ing them universal.

The Charter of the International Military Tribunal, which governed
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the Nuremberg war crimes trials after World War II, was the first multi-
lateral government agreement to acknowledge rights and duties in a moral
community that transcends sovereign states. The U.S. and its allies put
Nazi war criminals on trial for “crimes against humanity.” While Nazi of-
ficials argued that they were just following the orders of their government
and were protected from prosecution because of their rights as German
citizens, the Allies disagreed. They argued that under the Nuremberg
Doctrine, Nazis had the right and obligation to disobey “unlawful orders”
from superiors—which they defined as orders that denied people their ba-
sic rights as human beings. If Nazis carried out unlawful orders, they
could be tried for crimes against peace and humanity.

The human rights era began in earnest with the formation of the
United Nations in 1945. The UN Charter states that one of the main pur-
poses of the UN is to promote and encourage “respect for human rights
and for fundamental freedoms for all without distinction as to race, sex,
language, or religion.”14 In 1948, the UN General Assembly adopted the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the first international agreement
to articulate the idea of the inalienable rights of all human beings and to
establish a list of particulars outlining the specific rights and freedoms of
all human beings. In that same year, the UN adopted the Convention on
the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide. It would be
forty years before the United States finally ratified the treaty.

A number of other human rights conventions and agreements fol-
lowed in the wake of the first UN declarations. The Convention on the
Right to Organize and Collective Bargaining was adopted by the Interna-
tional Labor Organization (ILO) in 1949. In 1951, the UN Convention
on the Status of Refugees was adopted. In 1957, the ILO Convention
Covering the Abolition of Forced Labor was adopted as well as the Con-
vention Concerning Indigenous and Tribal Populations. A year later, the
ILO adopted the Convention Concerning Discrimination in Employ-
ment and Occupation. In 1965, the UN adopted the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. The following
year, the UN adopted two human rights agreements: the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. The two conventions were finally
ratified and went into force in 1976. In 1979, the UN adopted the Con-
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women. In 1984, the UN adopted the Convention Against Torture and
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Other Cruel, Inhumane or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. The
Declaration on the Right to Development was adopted in 1986. The UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child was adopted in 1989. In 1993, the
UN formally established the post of High Commissioner for Human
Rights.15

Once ratified, all of these conventions have the force of international
law behind them. The member states and every citizen of every country
can be held liable for any violations of the statutory safeguards contained
in the treaties. Nation-states lose their absolute control over questions re-
garding the treatment of their citizens and are now subject to a higher au-
thority. Unfortunately, the enforcement mechanisms are weak. Because
the UN has no independent enforcement power of its own, it must rely on
intergovernmental agreement for the imposition of any sanctions on vio-
lations of human rights. Without the consent of the UN Security Coun-
cil, the UN body is powerless to act. Often, member states are juggling
competing strategic interests and agendas and are reluctant to impose
tough sanctions, even in the case of extreme violations of human rights,
including genocide. And herein lies the dilemma. Universal human rights
are meant to supercede the laws of the nation-states. Yet, under the cur-
rent UN system, nation-states retain the power—via their vote in the UN
Security Council and General Assembly—to thwart the implementation
of human rights laws. This means that the UN is left with little recourse
short of garnering worldwide public support for sanctions and hoping that
the pressure will push member nations to act responsibly and wisely.

From the very beginning, international CSOs have played a critical
role as catalysts in the preparation and adoption of human rights conven-
tions as well as monitors in the enforcement of the agreements. Women’s
organizations were instrumental in framing the 1979 Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women. Amnesty In-
ternational and the International Commission of Jurists made important
contributions to the UN Declaration and Convention Against Torture.
Environmental organizations were instrumental in helping shape the
1992 UN Treaty on Biodiversity.16

Although the UN does not yet enjoy extraterritorial authority to en-
force universal human rights, the European Union does—making it the
first nonterritorial political institution in history with the power to com-
pel compliance to universal human rights statutes among its member
countries and the 455 million people living within its jurisdiction.
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The member states of the European Union are bound by the provi-
sions of the European Convention on Human Rights, a sweeping docu-
ment covering universal human rights. With the impending ratification of
the European Union Constitution, additional universal human rights will
be adopted as official law. The European Court of Human Rights is vested
with the authority to arbitrate the provisions of the European Convention,
and the European Court of Justice is responsible for judicial oversight in
regard to member state compliance with the Charter of Fundamental
Rights of the European Union. The judicial powers of both the Court of
Human Rights and the European Court of Justice supersede the judicial
authority of any of the member states of the Union. Moreover, all EU cit-
izens have the right to appeal decisions made against them in a domestic
court in the European Court of Human Rights.17

By decoupling human rights from territoriality, the European Union
has ventured into a new political frontier, with far-reaching consequences
for the future of the human race. While the world has watched attentively
as the EU created a seamless commercial zone and trading market, com-
plete with a common currency, to bind its member nations more closely to-
gether, of far greater long-term impact is the EU’s success in establishing a
full range of universal human rights and subjecting its member states and
citizens to strict compliance, backed up by the power of legal enforcement.
There is no precedent for this decoupling. As political scientist Carlos
Closa Montero observes, “The defining and primordial element of citizen-
ship is the enjoyment of political rights.”18 But citizenship, heretofore, has
always been attached exclusively to a nation-state. What happens, then, to
the very idea of the state, when the political rights of its members are con-
ferred and guaranteed by an extraterritorial body? Philosopher Roger
Scruton goes to the heart of the matter. He writes, “International law does
not recognize the distinction between citizenship and nationality and re-
gards the first as completely determined by the second.”19

By granting European Union citizenship to the 455 million citizens of
its twenty-five member countries, the EU has created a new nonterritor-
ial but nonetheless legally binding form of political representation. Add to
this the fact that the European Convention on Human Rights, backed up
by the European Court of Human Rights and the European Court, af-
fords every “EU citizen” universal human rights that override their tradi-
tional nation-state political rights, and we begin to understand the profound
significance of the EU experiment. Sociologist Yasemin Soysal sums it up

U N I T Y  I N  D I V E R S I T Y 2 7 7

293



this way: “What we have is a trend towards a new model of membership
anchored in deterritorialized notions of person rights.”20

This transnational idea of citizenship may help create a new sense of
belonging for all of the disparate individuals and groups who no longer
feel comfortable thinking of themselves exclusively as citizens of a partic-
ular country with all of the political limitations and constraints that go
along with territorial affiliation in a global age. The EU citizen is the first
in the world to be fully guaranteed universal human rights enforceable by
law. The EU’s example, however, will likely be followed by others, as
globalization forces a concomitant expansion of rights to include enforce-
able universal human rights.

Sociologist Gerard Delanty argues that the new kind of de-territorialized
citizenship may be the only way to rebundle the multitude of competing
interests and agendas that currently divide people into a more coherent
whole. He writes, “Since a collective European identity cannot be built on
language, religion or nationality without major divisions and conflicts
emerging, [European] citizenship may be a possible option.”21 The more
difficult part is convincing Europeans to feel as passionate about their hu-
man rights as past generations have felt about their civil rights, political
rights, and social rights.

The former rights weren’t suddenly articulated and embraced whole
cloth. Rather, they were the embodiment of a long struggle to redefine
human aspirations. In a very real sense, these earlier rights represent the
codification of the last great human dream that emerged in the Enlight-
enment and matured with the spread of market capitalism and the coming
of age of the nation-state. That dream, which is still very much alive in the
U.S., has all but run its course in Europe. Now Europeans have a new
dream, one more expansive than the one they left behind: to enjoy a qual-
ity of life, to respect one another’s cultures, to create a sustainable rela-
tionship with the natural world, and to live in peace with their fellow
human beings. Universal human rights are the legal articulation of the
new European Dream. The European Dream and universal human rights
come together as a single package. The Dream is the aspiration; the rights
are the behavioral norms for fulfilling Europeans’ hopes for the future.

The real issue is how deep Europeans’ yearning is for a new story
about themselves. Can the European Dream find an accommodation be-
tween the particularity of older, more diverse, and often divergent cultural
traditions and values on the one hand, and universal human rights on the
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other, when the two often clash? How effective will international civil so-
ciety movements likely be at “thinking globally and acting locally”? Can
they serve as a political bridge between local cultures and global values?
Will the EU experiment with de-territorialized citizenship—subject to
universal human rights statutes—survive? How likely is it that this radical
new approach to the notion of citizenship will be extended to other re-
gions of the world in the twenty-first century, or will it remain a European
curiosity?

The success of the European Dream will depend as much on political
acumen as on human psychology. The older American Dream, grounded
in Reformation theology and Enlightenment philosophy, owed its success,
in large part, to the effective welding together of property rights, markets,
and nation-state governance. Property rights made predictable market re-
lations possible. Nation-states, in turn, were the regulatory vehicles, which,
by dint of their monopoly over the enactment and enforcement of legal
codes, taxation, and police power, were able to exact broad compliance to
a private property regime and the Enlightenment project of material
progress.

The new European Dream brings together a different mix, made up of
universal human rights, networks, and multilevel governance. Human
rights are the norms that govern network activity. The European Union,
in turn, is the regulatory mechanism whose managerial authority and
moral legitimacy make possible the continuous dialogue among the par-
ties to advance the dream of global consciousness.

The older Enlightenment vision and the new European Dream reflect
two very different notions of freedom. As we mentioned in previous chap-
ters, in the old dream, freedom is defined negatively as autonomy. To be
free is not to be dependent on others. To be self-possessed requires suffi-
cient property. With property, one can enjoy exclusivity and be free from
the encroachment of others. The struggle for freedom in the modern
world, not surprisingly, has been fought along class lines, and claims over
capital have become the heart of the struggle to be free. Civil rights, po-
litical rights, and social rights were all designed, in one way or another, to
advance property interests. They were norms of behavior whose primary
reason for being was to narrow the divide between the possessed and the
dispossessed.

In the new European Dream, freedom is defined in the exact opposite
manner. To be free is to be enmeshed in interdependent relationships with

U N I T Y  I N  D I V E R S I T Y 2 7 9

295



others. The more inclusive and deeper the relationships, the more likely
one will be able to fulfill his or her ambitions. To be included, one requires
access. The more access one enjoys, the more relationships one can enter
into and the more freedom one experiences.

If property rights are essential to achieving autonomy, universal hu-
man rights are critical to securing inclusion. Human rights are all about
inclusion. They speak to the rights of women, minorities, cultural groups,
the disabled, children, our fellow creatures, to all have their interests
equally included. Universal human rights are a guarantee that a person’s
very being will be considered and not left out. The struggle for freedom
in a globalizing world is fought over identity claims and access to others.
Universal human rights are behavioral norms that narrow the divide be-
tween the connected and the unconnected, the included and the excluded.

But if every group has its unique identity and competing and conflict-
ing claims on the world, what motivates people to agree to other people’s
demands to be recognized and included? Empathy. Recognizing in the
frailty, vulnerability, and struggle of others one’s own life struggle. While
people have different outlooks on the world and seek different paths in
life, what we all share in common is the struggle to be recognized. “To be
or not to be.” How does one operationalize empathy? By “doing unto
others as we would have others do unto us” or, just as important, “by not
doing unto others as we would not have others do unto us.”

The Politics of Empathy

As already mentioned, empathy is not only an innate predisposition but
also a learned process. It requires constant and continuous engagement with
others. One’s empathy matures and deepens in proportion to one’s active
involvement with others. And this is where the new network multilevel
approach to governance plays a pivotal role. It’s the forum for people to be
represented and recognized and to have their interests accommodated.
But for network multilevel governance to work for some, it must also
work for others. Networks are based on the notion that every player
counts and that no player alone can dictate outcomes. Networks require a
letting go, a willingness to trust, listen to others, reciprocate and compro-
mise. One enters a network with the idea that optimizing the welfare of
the whole is essential to optimizing one’s own individual interest. In other
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words, unlike markets, which are adversarial and competitive, networks
are interdependent and cooperative. One surrenders some authority to
the group, not necessarily out of a sense of benevolence but rather out of
a shared frailty and vulnerability. In a complex, multilayered, densely in-
teractive world, no one can go it alone. Like it or not, everyone is vulner-
able and at risk. The threats are global, and no one can be truly isolated
from the consequences. In a world of risk, cooperation ceases to be a lux-
ury and becomes a necessity for survival.

Network governance, then, is a way to pool risks in order to advance
everyone’s interests. But in the very process of engaging with others in
multilevel governance, each player becomes aware of the others’ struggle
to be counted and recognized. Multilevel governing networks are like gi-
ant laboratories for the exploration of empathy. This new form of gover-
nance succeeds only to the extent that all the players can reach out and
empathize with the aspirations and plight of others. The reconciling of
disparate interests depends, first and foremost, on the acceptance of the
shared struggle for recognition. Universal human rights, in turn, codify
recognition. They are nothing more or less than statements of acceptance
of “the other,” whether it be women, minorities, different cultures, chil-
dren, our fellow creatures, or the Earth we jointly inhabit.

Recognizing “the other” is a tough and painful process. It requires giv-
ing up a measure of hegemony. For example, how does a devout Muslim
or Orthodox Jewish male learn to surrender his control over his commu-
nity and recognize the equal right of women to fully participate in that
community and in the world at large? A tall order, and not something
likely to be accepted overnight. But multilevel governance at least pro-
vides a meeting place, a playing field, for engaging one another. If one
wants to be recognized and have his or her agenda met, he or she has to be
willing to listen to and accommodate the interests of others in the net-
work. Of course, one can choose not to play at all, but the price of not par-
ticipating is isolation, which is the ultimate expression of nonrecognition.
The struggle for recognition in a globalizing world is likely to be as vig-
orously championed and hotly contested in the twenty-first century as the
class struggle was in the twentieth century.

The European Dream is a delicate Aristotelian balancing act between
the desire for greater differentiation and deeper integration, the two poles
that have characterized human development from the very beginning of
the human journey. Negotiating the unfolding dialectic between differen-
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tiation and integration has been the central mission of every governing
arrangement in history. Slaves and empires, subjects and kingdoms, citi-
zens and states, and now persons and global governing institutions are each
milestones along the evolutionary journey to greater individuation and in-
tegration of the human species. Universal human rights in the global age,
like the earlier property rights regime of the nation-state era and the pro-
prietary obligations of the feudal era, are the legal embodiment of the ex-
isting relationship between individuating and integrating forces. They are
the connective tissue between the particular and the universal.

In every period of history, the struggle between individuating and in-
tegrating forces has been the core battleground of politics. Slaves want to
be liberated, subjects want to be freed, citizens want to be represented,
and persons want to be recognized. On the other hand, kingdoms want to
rule, states want to govern, and multilevel governing institutions want
to manage. Fealty codes, civil rights, political rights, social rights, and now
human rights have each, in their own way, prescribed codes of behavior to
maintain that sensitive balance between human differentiation and inte-
gration. And that is why people fight so passionately to articulate, secure,
and shore up these codes. There is a deep unstated realization that they
are the lifelines that connect the individual with the larger social forces at
each stage of the human journey.

The new European Dream represents the next stage in the deepening
human story of individuation and integration. The European Union is the
first governing experiment to attempt an accommodation between the
new forces of individuation and integration that are stretching human
consciousness inward to the multiple identities of the post-modern per-
sona and outward to the globalizing forces of the economy. Expect the
struggle over human rights to broaden and deepen in Europe as hundreds
of millions of people rethink their identities in an increasingly globalized
society.

2 8 2 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M

298



14
Waging Peace

AMERICAN HARD-LINERS like to say that while the European
Union might be an economic superpower, it is a political dwarf
when it comes to the rough-and-tumble world of global geopoli-

tics. It is fair to say that the conservative right, including most of the in-
siders in the Bush White House, loathe the “Brussels” mentality. There is
the perception that the EU is soft, almost feminine in character, and un-
able and unwilling to fight for itself. Whenever the conversation turns to
geopolitics in Washington, invariably the comment is made that Brussels
whines about U.S. strong-arm tactics and bullying behavior but appears
quite comfortable letting us sacrifice our young men and women in uni-
form around the world to protect European security interests.

Some say that the problem is that with the end of the Cold War,
American and European interests have begun to diverge. The struggle to
defend the West against Soviet aggression united our peoples in common
cause for more than half a century. The fall of the Soviet Empire makes
the American-European bond less salient. Moreover, now that the Euro-
pean Union rivals the U.S. in raw economic power, it’s understandable,
argue “the realists,” that competitive pressures between the two super-
powers create strains in the relationship and risk fissures in the Atlantic

299



alliance. On the other hand, more moderate voices would argue that the
American and European economies are so intertwined that, despite areas
of contention, we have much more to gain than to lose by continuing close
ties with our friends across the Atlantic.

My own belief is that the growing divide between America and Europe
is more visceral than pragmatic. It has to do with very different sensibili-
ties about how each superpower perceives its relationship to the world and
the kind of vision of the future each holds.

Taking a Life

If we really want to understand how deep the chasm in thinking is between
America’s perception of how to conduct foreign policy and the European
Union’s, the best place to start is with analyzing the very different way each
society views the question of capital punishment. It’s here that we come
face-to-face with two very different ideas about whether the state can ever
be justified in taking the life of a human being. Since war is all about taking
lives and sacrificing lives, the European position on capital punishment of-
fers insight into its approach to foreign policy and security matters.

No issue more unites Europeans than the question of capital punish-
ment. For them, opposition to the death penalty is as deeply felt as oppo-
sition to slavery was for the American abolitionists of the nineteenth
century. Indeed, for a society so used to muting its passions, Europeans
express a raw emotional disgust of capital punishment that is not evident
anywhere else in the world. Whenever a prisoner on death row in the
United States is executed, it is barely noticed in America but elicits vehe-
ment protest across Europe. Make no mistake about it: Europeans are the
abolitionists of the twenty-first century, and they are determined to evan-
gelize the world and will not rest until capital punishment is abolished
across the Earth.

Americans would find it incredible that candidate countries for EU
membership must abolish capital punishment as a condition for entry into
the Union. It tops the list of conditions for acceptance into the fold. Try
to imagine the United States making opposition to the death penalty a
condition for citizenship.

Why so fervent? Europeans have experienced, firsthand, so many hu-
man deaths and so much destruction at the hands of governments over the
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course of the twentieth century that the thought of the state retaining for-
mal power to execute a human being is greeted with repulsion. More than
187 million human beings were killed in the century just passed, many of
them in Europe.1 The death penalty, for Europeans, is a constant re-
minder of the dark side of their past, a period in which states regularly or-
dered the deaths of millions of human beings in the battlefields and in
concentration camps stretching from Auschwitz to the Gulag.

In 1983, the Council of Europe adopted Protocol No. 6 to the Euro-
pean Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms, outlawing the death penalty, except in respect to acts commit-
ted in time of war or imminent threat of war. In 2002, the Council of Eu-
rope amended Protocol No. 6, barring the death penalty unconditionally,
even including crimes committed during times of war or the imminent
threat of war.2

The amended protocol has been the subject of growing controversy.
Tempers flared between the U.S. and its European allies after the World
Trade Center and Pentagon attacks when France, the U.K., Spain, and
Finland indicated that they would not extradite Al Qaeda terrorist sus-
pects to the United States if they were tried under the proposed military
tribunals and made subject to the death penalty.3 White House and State
Department officials were livid, as were many Americans, at the prospect
that a terrorist suspect, perhaps responsible for the brazen murder of
three thousand people, would be afforded the legal protection of Euro-
pean countries.

Even if a person commits the most heinous of crimes against his fellow
human beings, including genocide, he or she enjoys, in the official words
of the European Union, “an inherent and inalienable dignity.”4 The death
penalty, according to the EU, is “a denial of human dignity, which is a fun-
damental basis of the common heritage of the European Union as a union
of shared values and principles.”5 That means that if Adolf Eichmann, for
example, the architect of the Nazi plan to exterminate the Jews and oth-
ers, were to be tried today in Europe and found guilty, he would be spared
the death penalty. (Eichmann was tried by an Israeli court in 1961 for
crimes against humanity and found guilty and hanged in 1962.)

While many Americans oppose the death penalty and are as commit-
ted to its abolition as Europeans, the vast majority of Americans—two out
of three—do not, and would likely argue that a mass murderer forfeits his
or her right to be considered part of the human race.6
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The Europeans see their position on the death penalty as going to the
very heart of their new dream, and hope to convince the world of the righ-
teousness of their cause. Here’s how the EU put it, in an official memo-
randum on the death penalty:

Long ago European countries, either in practice or in law, made a
choice for humanity, abolishing the death penalty and thus fostering
respect for human dignity. And this is an ultimate principle that the
EU wishes to share with all countries, as it shares other common
values and principles such as freedom, democracy, and the rule of law
and safeguard of human rights. If it succeeds in reaching this goal,
both the EU and those countries will have furthered the cause of
humanity.”7

The EU memorandum goes on to say that it “invites the USA to equally
embrace this cause.”8

The irony of all this is that the European Union, whose peoples have,
for the most part, long ago eschewed any devout Christian affiliation,
seem to be taking up where Christian doctrine left off, in regard to the in-
violability of every human life.

Many Europeans might be reluctant to acknowledge their debt to
Christianity, but the fact of the matter is that opposition to the death
penalty is rooted in New Testament doctrine. In his Sermon on the
Mount, Jesus says to the faithful, “Ye have heard that it hath been said, An
eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth: but I say unto you, That ye resist
not evil: but whosoever shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him
the other also.”9

Christ goes even further, saying, “Ye have heard that it hath been said,
Thou shalt love thy neighbor, and hate thine enemy. But I say unto you,
Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate
you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you.”10

Contrast the European opposition to the death penalty with American
sentiment. Here, in the most avowedly devout Christian country in the
world, most Americans favor the Old Testament approach to punishment.
Thirty-seven percent of those who favor the death penalty say they do so
based on the Old Testament adage of “an eye for an eye.”11

Despite the fact that while dying on the cross, Christ pleaded with
God to forgive his executioners, “for they know not what they do,” Amer-
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icans are far less forgiving. American sentiment on crime is much more
retributional in nature. Surveys show that many Americans believe that
people sentenced to death deserve it. Some observers of the American
psyche, including psychologist Richard Nisbett at the University of
Michigan and psychologist Dov Cohen of the University of Illinois, be-
lieve that Americans’ predisposition for retribution stems, at least in part,
from the need to protect possessions on the frontier when property rights
were less secure.12 Every American youngster grows up watching Holly-
wood Westerns where cattle rustlers are hunted down by sheriffs’ posses
or vigilantes and hung from the nearest tree.

Europeans, on the other hand, deeply oppose the idea of retribution.
The European Union makes clear that “capital punishment should not be
seen as an appropriate way of compensating the suffering of crime victims’
families, as this view turns the justice system into a mere tool of illegiti-
mate private vengeance.”13

At the heart of Christian doctrine is the belief in redemption—that
even the worst sinner can be saved. The European Union embraces this
most basic of Christian beliefs in its support of rehabilitation. The EU
states that “maintaining capital punishment would not fit the philosophy
of rehabilitation pursued in the criminal justice systems of all EU member
states and according to which one of the penological aims of penalties is
that of rehabilitating or resocializing the offender.”14

In fairness, it should be pointed out that rehabilitation continues to be
the stated aim of the American penal system, and many Americans support
that premise. But surveys show that many other Americans are beginning
to turn away from that doctrine and are hardening their views on the role
of the criminal justice system. The reversal in attitudes in just a few
decades is striking, considering how basic the question of rehabilitation vs.
retribution is to how a people define themselves and the moral codes by
which they live. While Europe—and virtually the rest of the industrial
world—has abolished capital punishment over the past three decades,
America has gone in the opposite direction. Thirty-eight states now per-
mit the death penalty, and in the past twenty-nine years, more than eight
hundred people have been executed. More than 85 percent of the execu-
tions have occurred in the past decade alone.15

Americans’ support of the death penalty reflects not only our frontier
tradition of swift and decisive Old Testament justice but also the American
apocalyptic vision of a world divided between good and evil forces. In the

W A G I N G  P E A C E 2 8 7

303



end, good triumphs, but only if backed up by the righteous might of the
state. While Europeans also recognize that there are bad guys in the world
and that the might of the state occasionally has to be deployed to secure
the general peace and welfare, they start from the premise that the impo-
sition of state violence is a last resort and ought to be entertained only in
the most extraordinary of circumstances.

It ought to be acknowledged that not all Europeans are opposed to the
death penalty. A sizable number of people, in some countries, feel much
like a majority of Americans do on the issue. But the political elite, opin-
ion leaders, as well as the professional and middle class have long since
tipped the scale in favor of abolition of state-sanctioned executions.

So, Americans accuse Europeans of coddling criminals or, worse, ap-
peasing evil behavior. Europeans accuse Americans of being ruthless and
uncivilized in sanctioning state executions. Behind all of the heat is the
very real difference in the perspective that the two superpowers have
about the kind of world they live in and the future they embrace.

Europe’s zeal to abolish the death penalty is inextricably linked to its
dream of universal human rights. If the older Enlightenment dream was
about establishing civilized norms of behavior, the new cosmopolitan
dream is about establishing empathetic codes of conduct. Were Euro-
peans to accept the notion that the state has a legitimate right to take the
life of any human being, it would undermine the very idea of universal hu-
man rights that supersede states’ prerogatives.

The problem facing Europe, however, is that it has to live in two
worlds simultaneously: the everyday world of realpolitik and the dream of
a better world to come. Keeping its commitment to the future without
losing sight of the very real dangers posed by the present is the demand-
ing task. Nowhere is that challenge more taxing for the EU than when it
comes to framing a foreign-policy agenda. How do Europeans square
their position on not taking the life of a criminal with waging war against
an enemy?

Going It Alone

The Bush Administration’s response to Europe’s “perceived pacifism” is
“Get real.” In a country where a majority of the people believe in “an eye
for an eye,” it’s not surprising that American foreign policy is based on dif-
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ferent criteria for dealing with adversaries. The American approach com-
bines old-fashioned paternalism with tough justice. Reward our friends
and punish our enemies.

To really understand the roots of American foreign policy, Europeans
need to appreciate America’s near obsession with autonomy. For our
country, long bounded by two great oceans, freedom has meant autonomy
in a hostile and unpredictable world. Not to be dependent and beholden
to others but, rather, to be self-reliant has been the leitmotif of American
foreign and security policy from the very early days of the young republic.

American foreign policy before the two world wars was always expan-
sionist in the Americas and isolationist in the world. The U.S. didn’t even
enter World War I until 1917, three years after the fighting commenced
and just a year before cessation of conflict. Similarly, the U.S. joined with
the Allies in World War II two years after the commencement of war, and
then only after the Japanese surprise attack on our naval and air fleets at
Pearl Harbor in Hawaii.

Before World War II, most countries subscribed to the Hobbesian
doctrine that human behavior was, by its very nature, aggressive and ac-
quisitive, and, therefore, if left unchecked would lead to a “war of all
against all.” Only by establishing a sovereign authority that could impose
a single, unified will on the people would violence be abated and material
progress be secured. The same behavior exists among states. Therefore,
the only way to keep the peace was either for one country to gain hege-
mony and impose its will on the rest, in the form of an empire or federa-
tion, or, barring that possibility, for countries of relatively equal strength
to join together in an alliance to maintain a balance of power that would
prevent any one country from dominating the rest. The history of the past
three centuries is riddled with attempts by one power to gain hegemony
over others—the Spanish Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the
Bourbon and Napoleonic empires, the German Third Reich, and the So-
viet Union all come to mind. Each of these attempts invariably led to
countermoves in the form of alliances by other states to challenge the
hegemony. The Peace of Westphalia settlement of 1648, which we dis-
cussed briefly in chapter 7, curtailed the power of the Hapsburg Empire,
and later, the Congress of Vienna imposed a similar balance of power af-
ter Napoleon’s defeat.

The classic liberal theory of foreign relations offers an alternative, of
sorts, to the Hobbesian vision. It begins with the Enlightenment idea that
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material self-interest is best promoted by open markets and the liberaliza-
tion of trade, both at home and abroad. Liberal theorists were at odds with
the Hobbesian idea that war was the natural human condition. They pre-
ferred to think that rational self-interest is the prime mover and economic
efficiency the driving force of human behavior. They bound their ideas to
Locke’s theory of property rights, Adam Smith’s notion of the invisible
hand, and the bourgeoisie faith in representative democracy. Liberals
viewed the free market as the natural order of things and believed that if it
was left unencumbered and allowed to flourish, it would prevent nations
from plunging into a nightmarish Hobbesian world. The British were the
first to employ liberal theories to foreign policy. In the name of “free
trade,” the British became a hegemonic world power in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, only to raise the ire of others, especially Ger-
many, which was determined not to be marginalized on the world stage.

After World War II, the United States and the Soviet Union emerged
as great world powers. Neither was able to enforce its will on the other
and become hegemonic. Both, however, realized that their fortunes lay in
mobilizing as much of the world as they could under their banner. While
each sought alliances in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, the primary
struggle for influence was fought in Europe. The Soviet Union imposed
its will in Central and Eastern Europe by force of arms. The Americans,
by contrast, relied on the liberal doctrine of advancing open markets and
free trade and began to implement a series of initiatives to resurrect the
economies of Western Europe with an eye toward building a vibrant
Atlantic partnership that could hold the Soviets back and foster the
economic interests of America. (We discussed the various institutional
initiatives, including the Marshall Plan and the creation of the United
Nations, the IMF, the World Bank, NATO, etc., in chapter 11.)

With the collapse of the Soviet Empire in the late 1980s, the U.S.
government deepened its commitment to a liberal foreign policy. Both
President George Bush and President Bill Clinton pushed for further lib-
eralization of trade, hoping to create, at long last, a global capitalist mar-
ketplace, dominated by America’s economic prowess.

America’s commitment to a multilateral foreign policy, based on al-
liances, took an abrupt turn with the election of President George W.
Bush in 2000. Conservative politicians and ultra-right-wing ideologues
had been preparing the groundwork for years. Many former operatives of
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the Reagan Administration set about the task of crafting a shadow foreign
policy in the 1990s. They established think tanks, published books and ar-
ticles, set up task forces, and issued white papers, all critical of what they
regarded as failed foreign and security policies. The conservatives be-
lieved that America’s interests were ill served— and even undermined—by
the government’s entering into multilateral global treaties, alliances, and
commitments that bound us to the will of others whose interests were not
always commensurate with our own. The conservatives favored a return
to the older American foreign policy based on autonomy, backed up by
military might. They argued that it had served us well in protecting our
vital interests in the American hemisphere in the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries and could do so again in the global theater because of our
unmatched economic and military superiority.

Some critics warned out loud that if the “neoconservatives” were to
regain power, America would cast its lot with a “radical” foreign policy, at
odds with America’s historical role. The critics got it wrong. For most of
American history, the conservative view of how America ought to conduct
foreign policy was the standard. Only in the brief fifty-year span from the
end of World War II to the end of the Cold War did America depart from
its historical legacy and enter into multilateral relationships with the rest
of the world.

When European intellectuals accuse current American leaders of con-
ducting a “cowboy diplomacy,” they are right. The American tradition in
foreign policy follows close on the heels of the American Dream. Our vision
of the noble American is a man or woman alone in a hostile and unpre-
dictable world but able, by sheer perseverance and will, to tame the wild,
keep evil forces in check, create an island of order, and make the world a safe
place to be. Every American Western novel and movie glorifies this story.
This is who we think we are: an uncomplicated, good-hearted people who
stand up against evil and champion the right of every person to be free—
which we define as autonomous and independent. Why would we pursue a
foreign policy at odds with our own basic sense of who we are?

Even before the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center towers
and the Pentagon, the George W. Bush Administration was beginning to
steer American foreign policy back to its earlier vision of “going it alone.”
The United States began to unbundle itself from previous global commit-
ments, while rejecting new global initiatives.
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In a series of stunning reversals, the U.S. government refused to sign
the Kyoto Protocol to curb greenhouse gases, it said no to the Land Mine
Treaty and to the comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, and it withdrew from
the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, even though virtually every other nation
gave its support to these covenants. And, in a final rebuff of world public
opinion, the U.S. refused to support the International Criminal Court,
which bound the nations of the world to an enforceable standard for se-
curing universal human rights.

The “great reversal” was a long time in the making. In 1992, when now
vice president Dick Cheney was the secretary of defense, the Pentagon
prepared a draft document outlining what would become the cornerstone
of U.S. foreign policy a decade later. The Pentagon white paper bluntly
stated that the U.S. government must “discourage the advanced industrial
nations from challenging our leadership or even aspiring to a larger re-
gional or global role.”16 The Pentagon report said that it was critical that
the United States “retain the preeminent responsibility for addressing . . .
those wrongs which threaten not only our interests, but those of our allies
or friends, or which could seriously unsettle international relations.”17

The attacks on the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon gave
the Cheney forces the opportunity to operationalize the vision of Ameri-
can foreign policy they had laid out a decade earlier. The new national
security strategy, put out by the White House, said that the U.S. govern-
ment would maintain whatever military capabilities were needed to ensure
that no other state could impose its will on America or its allies and would
discourage and even prevent any potential adversary from attempting to
build their military capability to challenge our own.18

In a commencement address at the U.S. Military Academy at West
Point in June 2002, President Bush made clear that “America has, and in-
tends to keep, military strengths beyond challenge—thereby, making the
destabilizing arms races of other eras pointless, and limiting rivalries to
trade and other pursuits of peace.”19 The president’s remarks were calcu-
lated to let the world know that, henceforth, America would use its vast
military machine to be the unchallenged hegemonic power and that it
would not allow itself to be weighed down by multilateral commitments
and treaties or be burdened by alliances that required shared deliberation
and consensus prior to taking action.

Much of the rationale for the new unipolar policy was driven by the
new circumstances in which the U.S. found itself in the post-9/11 period.
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The Bush Administration argued that in an era punctuated by global ter-
rorism, “a military . . . must be ready to strike at a moment’s notice in any
dark corner of the world.”20 Because it’s impossible to know when terror-
ists will strike, or where, the U.S. must be able to exercise the option of
preventive action as a form of self-defense. Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld put the new situation facing America and the world this way:
“We don’t know what we don’t know.”21 That being the case, America
might have to attack before being attacked. The White House’s new post-
9/11 security strategy is unequivocal on this point. In its now famous Sep-
tember 2002 directive on national security, the Bush Administration
stated that “to forestall or prevent . . . hostile acts by our adversaries, the
United States will, if necessary, act preemptively.”22

Worried that terrorists might be able to secure weapons of mass de-
struction and strike at will, the U.S. government said that it had no choice
but to determine, on its own, if necessary, when the sovereign rights of the
U.S. are in jeopardy and to act accordingly without having to consult or
receive prior permission by other governments. By the new policy, the
U.S. assumes virtually carte blanche authority to invade any country it
suspects of harboring or financing terrorists or developing weapons of
mass destruction that might find their way into terrorists’ hands. The new
foreign policy, then, is what can be euphemistically referred to as “antici-
patory self-defense.” Critics argue that the policy is an oxymoron and
threatens to undermine the entire post–World War II set of agreements,
embodied in Article 2 and Article 51 of the UN Charter, which makes it
illegal for one country to attack another unless first attacked, and then
only in self-defense.23

The U.S. counters that if it were forced to wait until it had sufficient
evidence of wrongdoing, or until it could muster up a consensus in the
UN Security Council, it might be too late to defend itself. The problem,
as G. John Ikenberry points out in an article in Foreign Affairs, is that if
“the United States feels it can take such a course, nothing will stop other
countries from doing the same.”24 Ikenberry asks rhetorically whether the
United States would want “this doctrine in the hands of Pakistan, or even
China or Russia.”25

When political observers wonder whether the U.S. and its closest ally,
the European Union, are beginning to diverge and grow apart in some
kind of fundamental way, the answer is an unqualified yes. American for-
eign policy seeks to resurrect the realpolitik of an earlier era and rests its
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claims on its sovereign right and duty to protect and defend its territory
and citizenry as it sees fit. Nor does it feel obligated to demure to interna-
tional arrangements that might impede what it perceives to be its vital in-
terests. Stalwarts in the Bush Administration have even gone so far as to
claim, according to Harvard’s Stanley Hoffman, that “the United States
Constitution allows no bowing to a superior law, such as international law,
and no transfer, pooling or delegation of sovereignty to any international
organization.”26

Many in the U.S. government would not subscribe to such overly
heated rhetoric. Still, the reality is that the Bush doctrine, if taken to its
logical extreme, does relegate all international covenants and commit-
ments secondary to its sovereign right to be the ultimate arbiter of its
country’s actions.

Divergent Views of the World

The U.S. foreign policy is light-years away from the foreign policy orien-
tation of the twenty-five member states that make up the European
Union. These countries have increasingly shed the historical legacy of
nation-state sovereignty in favor of working in concert, under interna-
tional laws, to which they are bound. The European Dream is one of
inclusivity, not autonomy. They seek to live in a world governed by con-
sensus. The “go it alone” policy of the U.S. is anathema to them because
it threatens to unravel all of the painstaking small steps they have taken to
pool their interests and share a collective destiny. They worry that U.S.
flouting of international norms and agreements opens the door to the very
Hobbesian world of “war of all against all” that they had hoped to leave
behind in the ashes of the last world war.

Some will say, Hold on . . . Didn’t many European Union member na-
tions act in possible violation of international law, not to mention the EU’s
own governing principles, by joining the U.S. in its “coalition of the will-
ing” in Iraq? Perhaps. But the interesting point was that the split inside
the EU was the subject of much soul-searching in the aftermath of the
Iraqi invasion. Instead of leading to irreconcilable fissures and the disag-
gregation of the Union, as some predicted it would, it had the opposite ef-
fect. Member states began asking how they might strengthen their
common foreign and security policy to make sure that they didn’t suffer a
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repeat of the spectacle that unfolded in the days leading up to the U.S. in-
vasion of Iraq.

The sovereignty issue is what ultimately divides the U.S. and the EU,
and an older American Dream from the new dream shared among most
Europeans. To whom do we owe our ultimate allegiance? Where does au-
thority lie in a globalized world? The U.S. is reverting back to an earlier
era where allegiance is to the nation-state and final authority rests with the
sovereign government. The state confers all rights upon its citizens and
determines the nation’s role in the international community. There is no
higher authority. Within the nation-state container, people are granted
civil, political, and social rights, which allow them the opportunity to ac-
quire property and pursue happiness.

The European Dream is far more cosmopolitan. While the EU mem-
ber states retain a modicum of sovereignty, their citizenry are also bound
to universal human rights that supersede sovereign state prerogatives. If
the American doctrine of unqualified state sovereignty were to prevail, the
whole notion of universal human rights, the very edifice upon which the
new European Dream is built, would collapse. Universal human rights are
a sham in a world where the highest authority rests with the sovereign
state. If the nation-state is the ultimate sovereign authority, as many in the
Bush Administration believe, then human rights can’t possibly be univer-
sal, because their very viability would depend on the whims and caprices
of a territory-bound political institution.

It’s a strange paradox that in a world that is increasingly globalized and
in which geographic boundaries of all sorts are loosening or disappearing
altogether, the U.S. government is hardening its notion of sovereignty in
contradistinction to everything going on around it. But that’s because
dreams die hard. We are a people who don’t like to be told what to do by
anyone. We like to think that we are capable of making our own way in the
world without outside interference. We don’t even like our own govern-
ment to tell us what we can and can’t do. Why would we be any more dis-
posed to having a foreign power dictate the terms of our behavior? Our
sense of self-reliance and autonomy runs deep, to the very marrow of our
being.

The mere thought of being constrained by the will of others goes
against the grain of the American spirit. Constraints are not our strong
suit. In fact, it is the lack of constraints, the openness of the American way
of life, that has allowed us to realize our dreams. Bowing to the will of
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others seems too subservient, too submissive for the American mind.
President Bush, for whatever our European friends think of his intellec-
tual credentials, understands the American psyche. In his State of the
Union Address in 2003, President Bush told the American people that
“the course of this nation does not depend on the decisions of others.”27

Americans, by and large, have mixed feelings about international law.
Polls show that a majority of Americans support our membership in the
United Nations and favor the U.S. being party to international agree-
ments. A comprehensive poll conducted by the German Marshall Fund in
the fall of 2002—a year after the attacks on the World Trade Center tow-
ers and the Pentagon—found 61 percent of Americans favoring a multi-
lateral approach to foreign policy, and 65 percent of Americans saying that
the U.S. should invade Iraq only with UN approval and the support of its
allies.28 I’d suggest, however, that American sentiment in this regard is
thin compared to our friends in Europe. Just six months after the poll was
conducted, a firm majority of Americans rallied behind President Bush’s
decision to send troops into Iraq without a UN resolution. At the time of
the U.S. invasion of Iraq, 72 percent of the American public said that they
favored sending in troops, and only 25 percent said that they opposed the
invasion.29 While some Americans took to the streets in protest, the num-
bers were relatively small compared to the outpouring of sentiment across
Europe in opposition to the U.S. invasion.

The reality is that Americans are deeply divided on how best to con-
duct foreign policy. A sizable minority, primarily in the northeastern and
northwestern regions of the country, think more like Europeans when it
comes to foreign policy. Their views tend to be more cosmopolitan. The
southern, southwestern, midwestern, and Rocky Mountain regions—
whose population makes up a solid majority—are more likely to identify
with America’s frontier mentality and favor a “go it alone” approach, if
necessary, to secure American self-interests abroad.

Similarly, the German Marshall Fund reported that 75 percent of
Americans believe global warming is a serious issue, and a majority favor
the U.S. joining the EU in ratifying the Kyoto Protocol.30 Yet here, too,
the reality is somewhat different. American voters are opposed to govern-
ment legislation that would force automakers to increase fuel-efficiency
standards if it meant having to drive smaller cars, and a majority oppose
even a moderate increase in the gasoline tax—the U.S. has the lowest
gasoline taxes of any major industrial country.
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Or, consider the American view of the International Criminal Court.
Seventy-one percent of the American people say they favor ratification of
the treaty. Yet barely a whisper of disagreement could be heard on the hus-
tings when the Clinton Administration signaled that U.S. approval of the
agreement had to be conditional on American troops being immune from
prosecution by the judicial body—which makes a mockery of the very idea
of the institution.31 The vast majority of Americans agree with the Clin-
ton Administration stance. While 71 percent of the French electorate, 65
percent of the German public, and 52 percent of the British people say the
International Criminal Court should have authority to try their nation’s
soldiers for war crimes, only 37 percent of Americans say the International
Criminal Court should have jurisdiction over U.S. troops accused of war
crimes.32 I have a hard time imagining the American public ever allowing
the International Criminal Court to try American soldiers for war crimes.

Political scientist Francis Fukuyama writes that “Americans . . . tend
not to see any source of democratic legitimacy higher than the nation-
state.”33 Europeans think differently. While European states are ceding
more and more sovereignty to the EU and international bodies, the U.S.
is going the other way. That’s because Europeans feel that their freedom
is enhanced by inclusivity and embeddedness with others, while Ameri-
cans feel that transferring sovereign rights to extraterritorial agreements
and institutions diminishes our sovereignty and results in loss of personal
freedom.

Europe’s Dream of Perpetual Peace

What, then, does a European foreign and security policy look like? For
beginners, it’s so utterly different from anything that came before it in hu-
man history that it requires a leap of human imagination to even entertain
it. European foreign policy is built on spreading peace rather than amass-
ing power.

Europeans reject the kind of power politics that has dominated foreign
policy for centuries and has led to so much death and destruction in the
world. European leaders ask rhetorically: Who knows better than us the
terrible consequences that can result from nations attempting to assert
their will over others by means of coercion and force? And to those who
say that human behavior will never change, Europeans retort, Look at
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what we’ve accomplished in Europe. After centuries of fighting among
ourselves, twenty-five nations have put down their arms, joined with one
another, and vowed never to go to war with one another again. German
foreign minister Joschka Fischer speaks for many in Europe who are de-
termined to never again allow national rivalries to descend into open war-
fare. Looking back at the checkered history of the modern nation-state,
Fischer says that Europe is now steering a different course into the future:
“The core of the concept of Europe after 1945 was and still is a rejection
of the European balance-of-power principle and the hegemonic ambi-
tions of individual states that had emerged following the Peace of West-
phalia in 1648.”34 Fischer and other European leaders are committed to
replacing the old ideology, steeped in the Hobbesian vision of a “war of all
against all,” with a new vision of perpetual peace.

The new European Dream has ancient roots. In 1795, the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant published an essay entitled Perpetual Peace: A
Philosophical Sketch. Although it received little attention at the time, the
piece was resurrected in the post–World War II era, and has become an al-
most biblical reference for the new European vanguard. Kant envisioned
a “state of universal peace” brought about by the creation of “a world re-
public.” Kant believed that such a state would be possible once the nations
of the world accepted representative forms of governance. The spread of
democratic principles, thought Kant, encourages cooperation over con-
flict and lays the groundwork for a cosmopolitan order.

While Europeans don’t espouse a world government, they do believe
that the deepening of the democratic impulse can lead to a new way for
people to behave with one another—one based on mutual respect, empa-
thy, and a recognition of “the other.” That’s why European leaders favor
negotiation over ultimatums, reconciliation over recrimination, and coop-
eration over competition.

Romano Prodi, the president of the European Commission, says that
the EU’s goal is to establish “a superpower on the European continent
that stands equal to the United States.”35 Many American political ob-
servers worry that remarks like these signal a new era of conflict between
Europe and America and warn that the United States needs to remain
watchful and on guard lest Europe become a new hegemon and a threat to
America’s self-interests. They misunderstand what Mr. Prodi means by
the term “superpower.” Europeans have a very different idea in mind of
what ought to constitute a superpower in a globalized society. Listen care-
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fully to how President Prodi explains the success of the European experi-
ment. He writes,

The genius of the founding fathers lay in translating extremely high
political ambitions . . . into a series of more specific, almost technical
decisions. This indirect approach made further action possible. Rap-
prochement took place gradually. From confrontation we moved
to willingness to cooperate in the economic sphere and then on to
integration.36

For Prodi and other European leaders, superpower status is derived
from expanding cooperation rather than enlarging sovereignty. It’s not
force of arms, but negotiating skills and openness to dialogue and conflict
resolution that are the distinguishing characteristics of this new kind of
superpower. That’s why “process” is so important to the new politics. The
essence of the European Dream is the overcoming of brute power and the
establishment of moral conscience as the operating principle governing
the affairs of the human family.

Most Americans find such sentiments a bit gooey and unrealistic. Eu-
ropeans say that the opposite is the case. The new Europe was not born of
naïveté and inspired by Pollyannaish fantasies but, rather, developed out
of a sense of utter repugnance at the kind of barbaric behavior human be-
ings are capable of inflicting on their fellow human beings. The new Eu-
ropean experiment is an attempt to transcend the worst vestiges of
humanity’s past and is guided not by wishful thinking but by a sober as-
sessment of the human condition.

Now that Europe has shown that its new approach to politics can work
for twenty-five nations, representing 455 million human beings, it is anxious
to share its experience with the rest of the world. President Prodi’s idea of a
European superpower is something quite new and extraordinary. He be-
lieves that the European Union “has a role to play in world ‘governance’”—
to make the European experience a model for the rest of the world to
emulate. Prodi notes with pride that in Europe, “the rule of law has replaced
the crude interplay of power . . . power politics have lost their influence.”
He believes that by “making a success of integration we are demonstrating
to the world that it is possible to create a method for peace.”37

In a survey of public opinion over whether the European Union
should become a superpower, 65 percent of the European public said they
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favor the EU becoming a peer of the United States. But when asked why
they favor such a course, the answer they gave was that it would allow Eu-
rope to more effectively cooperate rather than compete with the United
States. Even in France, a country most Americans feel to be occasionally
at odds with the U.S., 90 percent of the public favored the EU becoming
a superpower, and the overwhelming majority said that if it were on a
more equal footing with America, Europe would be able to work much
more closely with the United States.38

Americans, by contrast, have a very different attitude on the question
of whether the EU should be a superpower. Fifty-two percent of Ameri-
cans say the U.S. should be the world’s only superpower, and only 33 per-
cent say they favor the European Union enjoying a superpower status.39

While Europeans see their superpower status as a way to deepen cooper-
ation on the world stage, Americans perceive superpower status as a po-
tential threat to American dominance in the world.

Robert Kagan, of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
sums up the growing schism in the way Europeans and Americans view
their roles in the world. He writes,

On the all-important question of power—the efficacy of power, the
morality of power, the desirability of power—American and Euro-
pean perspectives are diverging. Europe is turning away from power,
or to put it a little differently, it is moving beyond power into a self-
contained world of laws and rules and transnational negotiation and
cooperation. It is entering a post-historical paradise of peace and
relative prosperity, the realization of Immanuel Kant’s “perpetual
peace.” Meanwhile, the United States remains mired in history, ex-
ercising power in an anarchic Hobbesian world where international
laws and rules are unreliable, and where true security and the de-
fense and promotion of a liberal order still depend on the possession
and use of military might.40

Understandably, when Europeans are asked about spending money on
defense, only 19 percent favor increasing expenditures, while 33 percent
would like to cut military spending and 42 percent want to maintain the
current low defense budgets. Forty-four percent of Americans, on the
other hand, are willing to increase military spending.41 That doesn’t mean
that Europeans aren’t willing to spend money—but they want the funds to
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be used to support their very different idea about how to conduct foreign
and security policies.

Chris Patten, the EU commissioner in charge of external relations,
outlined the European vision of a twenty-first-century foreign policy in a
speech delivered in June 2000. He said that the EU foreign policy should
be true to values that animate its domestic relations and that it should play
to its strengths. Patten reminded his fellow Europeans that the EU, for all
of its exalted rhetoric about building bridges to peace, was powerless to
stop the fighting in neighboring Bosnia or Kosovo in the 1990s, and had to
rely on American military intervention to stop the conflict. How does Eu-
rope prevent future Bosnias and Kosovos from occurring? Patten says the
answer is to be more pre-emptive in the future and draw troubled countries
and regions into effective dialogue and active cooperation with the EU be-
fore hostilities break out. “This requires,” says Patten, “the application of
tools such as trade, external assistance, environmental cooperation, compe-
tition policy and so on, which are matters of Community competence.”42

Like Prodi, Patten believes that the European Union should apply its
regional experience of multilateral cooperation on a wider world stage.
Patten notes that the European model of integration “is inspiring regional
experiments from Asia to Latin America,” and says that “the EU’s ambi-
tion must be to reflect abroad what is best about our own model. Our sense
of civil society.”43

American foreign policy analysts don’t buy the idea that bad guys can
always be reasoned with, and they ask how Mr. Patten would suggest deal-
ing with rogue regimes like North Korea and Iraq, or trouble spots where
long-held prejudices and animosities are so deeply entrenched that they
appear irremediable, such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Patten coun-
ters by using Europe’s own past experience as an example. He makes the
rather convincing argument that “European integration shows that com-
promise and reconciliation is possible after generations of prejudice, war
and suffering.”44

Harvard professor Joseph Nye Jr. describes Europe’s new approach to
a common foreign and security policy as the exercise of “soft power,”
which he defines as co-opting people rather than coercing them. Nye says
that when it comes to conducting foreign policy,

a country may obtain the outcomes it wants in world politics because
other countries want to follow it, admiring its values, emulating its

W A G I N G  P E A C E 3 0 1

317



example, aspiring to its level of prosperity and openness. In this
sense, it is just as important to set the agenda in world politics and at-
tract others as it is to force them to change through threat or use of
military or economic weapons.45

For a long time, America’s soft power was a magnet for the rest of the
world. Our democratic values, our multicultural origins, our openness,
our can-do attitude, our optimism, our innovation and creativity, our
prosperity, drew the world to our shores. We served as an inspiration for
others. Today, much of America’s soft-power assets have begun to depre-
ciate in value. Others began to lose faith in the American model during
the Vietnam War. In the post-9/11 era, world public opinion has turned
dramatically against the American government’s policies in the world.
Many see America, whether justified or not, as an arrogant bully, insen-
sitive to other voices and opinions and unresponsive to a range of con-
cerns that affect the rest of the world. According to a TimeEurope.com
poll, 87 percent of Europeans think the U.S. “poses the greatest danger to
world peace in 2003.”46 Similarly, a Gallup International poll conducted
in thirty-three countries in 2002 reports that in twenty-three of the coun-
tries surveyed, “the population is more likely to say U.S. foreign policy has
a negative rather than a positive effect on their country.”47 Most Ameri-
cans are blown away by such attitudes. We’ve always thought of ourselves
as champions of justice, as peacemakers. How could the whole world be so
wrong in their assessment of us?

It should be noted that while world public opinion is overwhelmingly
negative in its assessment of the U.S. government, it is more favorable to
the American people and our way of life, although even here, our soft
power is eroding. While there is much that attracts others to America,
there is a growing unease over what is perceived to be American selfish-
ness and brutishness. I am forever asked by Europeans, for example, why
Americans insist on driving big, gas-guzzling automobiles that pollute the
world. Or why America, the richest country on Earth, does so little to help
the poor. Or why Americans have so many guns, and why there is so much
violence and bloodshed on American streets. 

It goes without saying that people all over the world enjoy American
music, American movies and television, American dress and consumer
lifestyles, and American education. They are less favorably disposed, how-
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ever, to the way America gets on with the rest of the world and are leery of
what they perceive to be a sense of narcissism and lawlessness permeating
American culture.

Europe’s soft power, by contrast, appears to be appreciating in value.
Even many of my American friends will occasionally say, “Why can’t we
be more like the Europeans in our values and attitudes?” It’s not all that
simple. There are plenty of things not to admire in Europe. Scratch the
surface, and one can detect a sense of elitism and superiority among many
Europeans, especially among the professional class, that is absent among
their professional peers in America. And while there is far less violence on
the streets of Europe, youth gangs are becoming more prevalent and
crime is escalating. And when it comes to discrimination against minori-
ties, Europeans more than hold their own with Americans. The dramatic
increase in anti-Semitism and intolerance of immigrant populations is un-
settling. Still, Europeans appear to be closer to the pulse of the changes
that are transforming the world into a globalized society. More than two
hundred years ago, it was the young United States that captured the
world’s attention with its dream of democracy and the inalienable right of
every human being to pursue happiness. Today, the world’s attention is be-
ing drawn more to the new European Dream with its emphasis on inclu-
sivity, cultural diversity, universal human rights, quality of life, sustainable
development, and peaceful coexistence.

A New Kind of Military

European foreign and security policy rests on two operational pillars: first,
redefining the role of military engagement away from the old nation-state
idea of territorial defense and toward the new transnational idea of peace-
keeping and humanitarian intervention; second, employing economic as-
sistance as a foreign policy tool to secure greater cooperation among
peoples and countries.

Crisis conflict resolution is the centerpiece of European military pre-
paredness. Over the past half century, EU member states have provided 80
percent of the peacekeeping forces in conflicts around the world, as well
as 70 percent of the funds for reconstruction.48 The aim of European mil-
itary operations, sometimes called “robust peacekeeping” or “second-
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generation peacekeeping,” is to stop the violence between the warring par-
ties and create the conditions for establishing a workable peace accord. This
kind of military intervention requires a complete rethinking of military
strategies. New military terms such as “safe havens,” “no-fly zones,” and
“humanitarian corridors” have become part of the lexicon in recent years.

The new military formula starts from the opposite assumption of con-
ventional military engagement. In the old military scheme, the idea was to
impose maximum casualties on the enemy. In the new military scheme, the
goal is to minimize casualties on all sides of the conflict. The soldier’s orders
are no longer to risk his or her life and to kill the enemy. Peacekeeping
troops have a different mission—risking their lives in order to save the lives
of civilians. Mary Kaldor, professor of Global Governance and Human
Rights at the London School of Economics, puts it succinctly: “Whereas
the legitimate bearer of arms, the soldier, had to be prepared to die for his
country, the peacekeeper risks his or her life for humanity.”49 The EU mem-
ber countries contribute ten times the number of peacekeeping troops as
the U.S., belying the oft-heard American contention that Europe lets
America shoulder, alone, the task of being the world’s policeman.50

The very idea that the European Union could dispatch troops to any
member state’s territory to restore order if it were in violation of the Eu-
ropean Convention on Human Rights is revolutionary. The purpose of
military action is no longer to confiscate land, indenture populations, and
accumulate property but, rather, to protect people’s universal human
rights. Writing in the journal Foreign Affairs, Leslie H. Gelb and Justine
Rosenthal point out the historical significance of this new kind of military
thinking. States and governing institutions such as the EU are signaling a
fundamental change in how they perceive the very purpose of the military.
“Just think of it,” say the authors of the article, “states endorsing the prin-
ciple that morality trumps sovereignty.”51

The other pillar of the European Union’s foreign and security policy
is development assistance. Most Americans believe that the U.S. is far and
away the most generous country in the world when it comes to assisting
the less fortunate in developing countries. Not true. U.S. foreign aid is a
mere 0.1 percent of our Gross National Income (GNI), or one-third of
European levels.52 Europeans now provide more than 50 percent of all
civilian development assistance in the world.53 The EU also provides 47
percent of all the humanitarian assistance in the world. (The U.S. only
contributes 36 percent.)54 In 2002, EU humanitarian aid amounted to
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nearly €1.2 billion. Humanitarian assistance includes aid to refugees and
displaced persons and emergency aid to assist victims of natural disasters
and civil and ethnic conflicts. The U.S., however, is the leading provider
of food aid.55

An increasing proportion of European development assistance is be-
ing transferred from the member states to the EU itself. The EU now ad-
ministers 17 percent of all the development assistance funds generated by
its member countries.56

It’s not only the amount of economic aid that’s important but also the
quality of the assistance. The U.S., for example, has long been criticized
for tying its aid programs to strategic military objectives rather than just
to need. In 2003, the Center for Global Development and Foreign Policy
magazine published the results of a lengthy study ranking the world’s rich-
est countries according to how much their development assistance helps
or hinders the economic and social development of poor countries. The
Commitment to Development Index, or CDI, is designed to look beyond
foreign aid programs and examine how generous is their aid-giving, how
hospitable are their immigration policies, how sizable are their peace-
keeping operations, and how hefty is their foreign direct investment in de-
veloping countries. The index also penalizes financial assistance to corrupt
regimes, practices that harm the environment, and barriers to imports
from developing countries.57

The United States ranks near the bottom of the index. Of the twenty-
one richest countries, only Japan fares worse than the U.S. Sixteen of the
top nineteen countries are all European. Nine European nations rank in
the top ten countries in the index. There are a number of reasons for the
dismal performance of the U.S. vis-à-vis European countries in the De-
velopment Index. While the U.S. distributes a high amount of foreign aid
to developing countries, it ties nearly 80 percent of its aid resources to
agreements to purchase U.S. goods and services. The U.S. also performs
poorly on environmental policies and contributions to peacekeeping.58

For all of its talk about fielding a different kind of military force—one
dedicated to conflict resolution and peacekeeping functions—Europe has,
at best, enjoyed a spotty record. By and large, European forces have fallen
short in conflict intervention and the ability to actually stop hostilities,
while they’ve been shown to be more effective in policing the peace once
overt hostilities ended.

The intervention into the Bosnia conflict in 1992 and the Kosovo War
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at the end of the last decade proved embarrassing. European military
forces were virtually powerless to impose their will on a ragtag army of
thugs under the command of Serbian leader Slobodan Milosevic. The
Kosovo conflict was particularly painful for the European military com-
mand. Were it not for U.S. military intervention, it’s unlikely that Europe
could have mustered the military might necessary to stop the hostility.
Having to rely on American military forces for what was essentially a low-
grade military action was humiliating. If Europe could not keep the peace
in its own backyard against a less than formidable foe, how could the EU
expect to maintain the peace and security of 455 million people living in
twenty-five different nations?

The Kosovo War demonstrated just how lame the European military
machine had become. The European forces were so ill trained, their
weaponry so outmoded, and their surveillance and command-and-control
structures so inadequate that they couldn’t even be effectively integrated
into what was essentially an American-led war effort. In the end, the Eu-
ropean contribution to the war effort actually hindered the execution of
the war.

The American military command was frustrated not only by the mili-
tary shortcomings of the Europeans but also by what it perceived to be
battlefield ineptness by European generals. Politics often got in the way,
sending ambiguous messages to Milosevic about the Allies’ intentions and
willingness to fight. General Wesley Clark, the commander of NATO
forces, complained that military decisions were continually being second-
guessed and put on hold as Europeans fretted over the legal and political
ramifications. “It was always the Americans who pushed for the escalation
to new, more sensitive targets,” said Clark, “. . . and always some of the Al-
lies who expressed doubts and reservations.”59 Clark offered a sobering as-
sessment of the “joint” NATO operation in Kosovo: “We paid a price in
operational effectiveness by having to constrain the nature of the opera-
tion to fit within the political and legal concerns of NATO member na-
tions.”60 As for the Europeans, they wondered out loud what they would
do in some future conflict on European soil if the United States were not
there to bail them out and take command.

The difference in the relative military effectiveness of the U.S. and
the EU is almost mind-numbing. The American military machine has
no match in history. American military spending alone is more than the
next nine largest defense budgets combined. The U.S. now accounts

3 0 6 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M

322



for 80 percent of the world’s military R&D and 40 percent of the world’s
total military spending.61 If the U.S. government continues to increase
its military budget at the current rate, its military expenditures will shortly
be equal to the combined military expenditures of the rest of the world.62

European defense spending, by contrast, is only €155 billion, or less
than half that of the United States.63 Although far behind in technological
preparedness, the European Union actually has more soldiers under arms
than the U.S.—some 2 million troops.64 The U.S. has only 1.4 million
troops in uniform.65

One would expect that with half of the military budget of the United
States, the EU combined forces would enjoy at least half the military ca-
pability. Unfortunately, that’s not the case. Europe’s strategic reconnais-
sance capability is a mere 10 percent of the U.S.’s, it’s airlift capacity is
only 20 percent of America’s, and its precision-guided air-deliverance ord-
nance is approximately 10 percent of our own.66

According to public opinion surveys, more than 70 percent of Euro-
peans support a common defense and security policy for the European
Union.67 But, as already mentioned, when it comes to the question of pay-
ing for the increased military expenditures that would be required to mod-
ernize the EU’s military machine, the public is less enthusiastic. As of
2001, the amount spent by the EU and the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe on conflict prevention was less than the cost of
one fighter jet.68

A RAND study done in the 1990s estimated that the cost of training,
arming, and deploying a fifty-thousand-soldier force with state-of-the-art
military capabilities over the next twenty-five years would run the EU
somewhere between $18 and $49 billion, with an additional cost of be-
tween $9 and $25 billion if it wanted to create satellite intelligence ca-
pability.69 To even hope to approach American military readiness, the
European Union would need to increase its overall military spending
from its current level of approximately 2 percent of GDP to over 4 per-
cent of GDP.70 No one, on either side of the Atlantic, expects that will
happen.

Defense budgets have actually been shrinking in all of the EU coun-
tries, with the exception of Ireland and Greece.71 In a period of slow eco-
nomic growth and tighter government budgets, it’s unlikely that member
countries of the EU will choose to increase military spending at the same
time they are being forced to cut social benefits. Karl Zinsmeister, of the

W A G I N G  P E A C E 3 0 7

323



American Enterprise Institute, a conservative American think tank, sums
up the feeling of many fellow conservatives in the United States. He
writes,

Until Europe demonstrates an equivalent willingness to commit its
sons and its treasure to national defense, all talk of building a formi-
dable independent military force in Europe is merely hot air. Wish-
ful thinking will not man and equip a carrier battle group, build a
missile shield, or otherwise instill the necessary awe in the world’s
tyrants.72

Many American government officials and military analysts, not to
mention political observers, have run out of patience with what they re-
gard as a silly EU foreign policy buttressed by a virtually nonexistent mil-
itary presence. And they are not alone. British political observers have
joined the rising chorus of disenchantment here in the U.S. over “fuzzy”
foreign policy thinking among European elites. The British conservative
Michael Gove’s acid comments on the subject are typical of the talk
among the “realpolitik” crowd. In his opinion,

Europe’s leaders seek to manage conflict through the international
therapy of peace processes, the buying off of aggression with the
danegeld of aid or the erection of a paper palisade of global law,
which the unscrupulous always punch through. Europeans may con-
vince themselves that these developments are the innovations of a
continent in the van of progress, but they are really the withered au-
tumn fruits of a civilization in decline.73

Americans and Europeans, then, sport two very different ideas of the
way foreign policy and security ought to be handled. The Europeans seek
security in strengthening international laws, and especially laws governing
universal human rights. The aim is to minimize hostilities among foes and
to use military intervention selectively to separate warring factions. The
EU puts a high premium on conflict resolution rather than military vic-
tory. It uses economic assistance as a means of empowering the poor,
spreading democracy, and bringing potential trouble spots into the commu-
nity of civilized people. The current Bush Administration and a vast num-
ber of Americans—whether a majority or not is difficult to ascertain—are
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of a different mind. Many would agree with President Bush’s national se-
curity adviser Condoleezza Rice, who wrote, at the time of the 2000 pres-
idential election campaign, that America would be best off by proceeding
“from the firm ground of the national interests, not from the interest of an
illusory international community.”74

A growing number of American critics of the European Union’s for-
eign and security policies argue that the only reason Europe can present
itself to the world as a “good guy idealist” is because the U.S. has to play
“big daddy realist” and lean on the “bad guys” to preserve peace and order
in Europe and elsewhere. The oft-heard refrain is that America is carrying
Europe’s water.

More tempered voices are likely to acknowledge that there is a role for
both strategic approaches to foreign policy and security and that they
might even complement each other—kind of like a foreign policy analogy
of the bad cop, good cop model. The idea is that the United States, with
its superior military capabilities, uses its unchallenged dominance to act as
a sort of global disciplinarian, punishing wrongdoers for their transgres-
sions and evil ways. The European Union, with its conflict-resolution and
peacekeeping abilities, can serve as the rehabilitator, helping the wrong-
doers, through a combination of peacekeeping and economic assistance,
to see the error of their ways and reform their behavior. That dual sce-
nario has played out in numerous occasions already in troubled regions of
the world. America “does the hard war-fighting and Europe picks up the
burden of peaceful reconstruction afterwards.”75 In political circles, the way
they often put it is this: “America does the cooking, Europe does the
washing up.”76 Not surprisingly, when Europeans and Americans were
asked whether they would support such a dual formula, 52 percent of Eu-
ropeans said they agreed with the division of labor, while only 39 percent
of Americans concurred.77

From the European perspective, American taunts about Brussels’
childish idealism ring hollow. Europeans have shown that they can use the
tools of dialogue, process, and consensus-building to create bridges
among people and put an end to age-old rivalries. The EU’s twenty-five
member nations are proof, on a large scale, of the wisdom of their ap-
proach. They reason that if 455 million Europeans of different persua-
sions and contending interests can transcend their ancient animosities and
join together as an extended community in pursuit of peace and economic
prosperity, why not beyond Europe?
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Europeans are somewhat more circumspect when it comes to the sec-
ond charge, of freeloading on the coattails of America’s military might.
European leaders and the European public know, deep down, that there is
truth to the charge. They also worry that a unipolar world dominated and
controlled by the United States might ultimately prove to be a less safe
place for everyone—not because America has evil intentions but, rather,
because whenever a single power can act as a hegemon, however noble its
intentions, it invites countermeasures and retaliatory responses. French
president Jacques Chirac voices the concerns of many other world leaders
when he warns that “any community with only one dominant power is al-
ways a dangerous one and provokes reactions.”78

Taking Responsibility for Its Own Defense

The European Union is beginning to realize that it has to create a credi-
ble military operation if it is to ensure the safety and security of its citi-
zenry. There is a recognition that America is likely to be less willing to
commit American troops in or around Europe in the future, even under
NATO’s umbrella, to fight battles that should be fought by Europe itself.
However, it should be noted that the U.S. government appears to be of
two minds on the matter. On the one hand, it continues to nudge the Eu-
ropean Union to take more responsibility for the defense of Europe. On
the other hand, it has repeatedly warned the European Union in recent
years not to attempt to build its own military organization independent of
NATO, fearing that if this were to happen, the U.S. might lose its ability
to dictate the terms of any potential military engagement in the European
theater. In other words, the U.S. would like the EU member countries to
pony up greater military expenditures and to ratchet up their commit-
ments to the defense of Europe, but within the NATO rubric, so as to
maintain U.S. military dominance in that part of the world.

The idea for a Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) was
agreed upon as far back as 1993 in the Treaty on the European Union
signed at Maastricht. But the plans to implement the CFSP languished for
much of the remainder of the decade. The EU member countries had
long been split on the question of whether or not to create a truly inde-
pendent military force of their own. The French favored an EU fighting
force accountable only to EU member nations. French president Chirac
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reiterated the French position in a speech to the European Parliament in
the year 1999. He told the MPs that the European Command “cannot
fully exist until it possesses autonomous capacity for action in the field of
defense.”79

The British, however, worried that a bid for European military auton-
omy might undermine NATO and anger its American ally. Britain’s com-
mitment to the EU has always been more tentative than that of other EU
countries. Caught between a special relationship with the U.S. and its an-
cient ties to Europe, it has sought refuge in both camps and has often
found itself torn between loyalties and not sure where its ultimate self-
interests might lie.

The U.K. began to soften its stance on a European military force in
the late 1990s, in part to assuage the feeling of other EU members for its
refusal to adopt Europe’s single currency. The Balkan crisis also convinced
the U.K. that the EU’s military weakness had to be addressed. Great
Britain came to believe that a European military force could serve two
masters, NATO and the European Union. It would address U.S. concerns
that Europe was not doing enough to shoulder its weight in the defense of
Europe. And, if the European forces were subsumed under NATO, it
would strengthen the North Atlantic alliance rather than weaken it. The
French saw the new British willingness as an opening wedge to its long
sought-after goal of an independent military presence.

In December 1998, a Franco-British summit was convened in St. Malo,
France. The two countries established the terms for what was to become
the European Security and Defense Policy.80 France and the U.K. signed
a declaration that would commit the European Union, for the first time,
to becoming a military as well as civil power. The declaration stated that
the EU needed the “capacity for autonomous action backed up by credi-
ble military forces, the means to decide to use them and a readiness to do
so in order to respond to international crisis.”81 The declaration made
clear that the new proposed EU military force would act only in those sit-
uations where the whole of NATO was not involved and that it would not
duplicate NATO operations.82

As timing would have it, just months after the St. Malo declaration was
signed, NATO began a three-month air-bombing campaign over Kosovo.
As in the earlier military engagement in Bosnia, European forces proved
to be inept, having to rely on American air power and command to win the
day. Anxious to finally come to terms with the security deficit, the EU
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convened a summit in June 1999 in Cologne, Germany. At the meeting, it
was decided to establish a European Security and Defense Policy (ESDP),
whose mission would be to field military actions for humanitarian and res-
cue tasks, peacekeeping, and crisis management.83 The three mission ob-
jectives were called the Petersberg Tasks, named after a hotel in Bonn
where Europeans had first laid them out back in 1992.84 The summit par-
ticipants also agreed to establish a political and security committee to co-
ordinate EU foreign and security policy, an EU military committee made
up of national chiefs of staff of the member countries, and an EU military
staff to help manage the deliberations and execute the decisions of the
other two committees. In a follow-up summit in Helsinki in December
1999, the EU put teeth into its plan by agreeing to field a fully operational
rapid-reaction force of sixty thousand soldiers capable of carrying out the
three mission objectives by 2003.85

The Helsinki Agreement reiterated and formalized the earlier inten-
tions set forth by the U.K. and France in St. Malo. It called for “the Union
to have an autonomous capacity to take decisions, and where NATO as a
whole is not engaged, to launch and then conduct EU-led military opera-
tions in response to international crises.”86 To reassure the United States,
the signatories emphasized that “NATO remains the foundation of the
collective defense of its members and will continue to have an important
role in crisis management. . . . Further steps will be taken to ensure full
mutual consultation, cooperation and transparency between the Euro-
pean Union and NATO.”87

The U.S. saw the EU initiative as a deliberate provocation designed to
undermine the North Atlantic alliance and was particularly critical of the
use of the term “autonomous” in referring to the new European rapid re-
action force. U.S. Secretary of Defense William Cohen complained that if
the EU were to create an independent defense structure outside the al-
liance’s control, NATO would become “a relic of the past.”88 U.S. sena-
tors Jesse Helms and Gordon Smith were less measured in their reaction.
They cautioned European leaders to “reflect carefully on the true motiva-
tion behind ESDP, which many see as a means for Europe to check Amer-
ican power.”89 Then they took off the gloves and made a stern warning: “It
is neither in Europe’s nor America’s interests to undermine our proven na-
tional relationship in favour of one with a European superstate whose cre-
ation is being driven, in part, by anti-American sentiment.”90

In November 2000, then secretary of state Madeline Albright voiced
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the official policy of the Clinton Administration on the matter, with the is-
suing of what were called the “3Ds.” The ESDP must not result in the de-
coupling of European defense from NATO; the new military organization
must not duplicate NATO’s capabilities; and the European rapid reaction
force must not discriminate against NATO member countries that do not
belong to the EU.91

The reality is that for the American government, any European mili-
tary operation is acceptable only on the condition that it be part of the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Then undersecretary of state Stuart
Eizenstein made the U.S. position crystal clear to its European allies. He
told them that the U.S. would “continue to celebrate the dream of a con-
tinent united through the European Union, but we must also hold before
us another essential vision—that of the transatlantic partnership.”92 It’s
important to note that these statements are coming out of a White House
presided over by a liberal Democratic president. I say this because some
critics of the Bush Administration hope that a regime change in the White
House might invite a rethinking of America’s long-standing security pol-
icy vis-à-vis Europe and the world. They are mistaken. Even if a liberal
Democrat were to become president again, it is unlikely that America
would diverge much from its stated position of exercising hegemony in its
foreign policy, which includes maintaining ultimate control over Euro-
pean security interests.

Despite vigorous U.S. objections, the European Union has forged
ahead with its plans for a rapid-reaction force, but always with the caveat
that NATO would remain the primary security organization for Europe.
The sixty thousand troops are organized into five brigades of infantry, ar-
mor, and artillery, as well as combat engineers, with full command, con-
trol, and intelligence capabilities. When fully operational, the troops will
be supported by fifteen warships and five hundred military aircraft. The
EU member states have also agreed to purchase two hundred Airbus jet
aircraft to be used as military transports.93 The rapid-reaction force is
supposed to be capable of maintaining an expeditionary force in the field
for at least a year. To accomplish this, 200,000 troops will have to be put
on European command for standby to replace units in the field.94

With American troops stationed in Europe continuing to decline,
from 335,000 in the late 1980s to less than 100,000 in 2000, Europeans
are convinced that the defense of Europe and its immediate surroundings
will increasingly fall to the EU in the coming century, regardless of what
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the U.S. says publicly about its continued commitment to defend Europe
through the North Atlantic alliance.95

The idea of an EU armed forces enjoys widespread public support.
Forty-two percent of EU citizens believe that European defense policy
should be the responsibility of the EU, while only 24 percent believe the
responsibility should be left to national governments, and a mere 20 per-
cent believe that NATO should be in charge of European defense.96

On March 31, 2003, the EU launched its first military mission, com-
mitting peacekeeping troops to ethnic-torn Macedonia. The 400-member
force replaced the NATO-led force that had been stationed in that Balkan
nation since 2001.97 Just two months later, in June 2003, the EU commit-
ted its first troops outside Europe, dispatching 1,400 soldiers to the Congo,
where tribal conflicts had led to more than 500 deaths.98

While there is likely to be continued wrangling between the U.S. and
the EU over the prospects for a European armed forces, at least for the
foreseeable future the reality is that the NATO alliance, which proved to
be so important in protecting the vital security interests of the West dur-
ing the forty years of the Cold War with the Soviet Union, is increas-
ingly a military organization in search of a mission. Its relevance is
difficult to fathom. The idea that a united Europe will continue to have to
be dependent on NATO, and ultimately subject its security interests to
U.S. conditions and permissions, is simply untenable. Europe, of course,
will have to pay a price for its desire for military independence. It’s going
to have to be willing to provide the necessary funds to secure its own de-
fense. Many Americans welcome that prospect. Then again, if Europeans
are going to pay their way, they ought to have their say. I suspect just as
many of my countrymen are less sanguine about Europe making its own
military decisions, independent of the long arm of American foreign pol-
icy interests.

We’re going to have to get used to the idea that the European Union
has its own global agenda and its own dream about the kind of world it
would like to fashion—that dream won’t always coincide with our own.
Indeed, in many respects the European Dream is so utterly different from
our own that the two superpowers are likely to find themselves, at times,
at odds on the world stage, as we journey deeper into the century.
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15
A Second Enlightenment

SIR MARTIN REES is one of the world’s distinguished astronomers.
The famed Cambridge University professor caused a brief ripple in
scientific circles in 2003 with the publication of his book Our Final

Hour. Rees warned that a new genre of high-risk scientific experiments
and pursuits threatened the very existence of life on Earth and even the
existence of the universe itself. He said he thought that “the odds are no
better than fifty-fifty that our present civilization on Earth will survive to
the end of the present century.”1 Ordinarily, such bombastic claims would
be ignored altogether or dismissed as the ravings of a fool, but in this in-
stance, the warnings earned a hearing in the media and became the subject
of some controversy within the scientific community because of the im-
pressive credentials of the messenger.

Questioning Unbridled Scientific Inquiry

Rees is an authority on black holes, and his theories on the origin and
evolution of the universe are considered by many of his peers to be, if not
the last word, at least the best word on the why and how of existence itself.
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So when Rees suggested that some current and proposed new avenues of
scientific pursuit perhaps ought not to be entertained because of the great
potential risk they pose to existence, his words blew through the scientific
community like an ill wind, threatening the very canons of science. After
all, the notion of unfettered scientific inquiry is the very foundation of
modern science. Enlightenment science is based on the idea of relentless
pursuit of nature’s secrets. To attempt to limit that pursuit or put con-
straints on avenues of inquiry is regarded by many in the scientific com-
munity as tantamount to squelching the scientific spirit itself. “Man’s”
very nature is inquisitive, argued the architects of the Enlightenment. We
are a Promethean creature in constant search of understanding the grand
scheme of things so that we can amass power over the forces of nature and
command our own destiny. The idea of progress, so fundamental to the
thinking of the modern world, is rendered moot if human beings were to
accept self-imposed limits on what the mind could explore. Moreover, the
entertainment of doubt about our ability to use reason to control and di-
rect the forces of nature and our own future would put an end to the cher-
ished utopian dream of the perfectibility of life on Earth. For all these
reasons, the scientific community has, from the very outset of the En-
lightenment, argued that virtually all human inquiry is worthy of pursuit.

Rees well understood the implications of his statement. Still, he asked,
do we have obligations that now transcend the Enlightenment catechism?
Is freedom of inquiry, experimentation, and technological application sacro-
sanct, even if it means the possible demise of life as we know it, maybe
even of existence?

Rees put this question to a real-life test on the subject he knows the
most about. He pointed to a project begun at the Brookhaven Laboratory
on Long Island in 2000. Physicists there are using a particle accelerator to
attempt to create a “quark-gluon plasma,” a hot soup of dense subatomic
materials that replicate conditions believed to exist at the time the “big
bang” gave birth to the cosmos more than 13.7 billion years ago. Some
scientists worry that a high concentration of energy of the type being pur-
sued at Brookhaven could conceivably lead to three doomsday outcomes.
A black hole might form—an object with such gravitational pull that even
light could not escape. A black hole could “suck in everything around it.”2

It is also possible that quark particles could form a compressed object
known as a “strangelet,” which is “far smaller than a single atom” but
could “infect” surrounding matter and “transform the entire planet Earth
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into an inert hyperdense sphere about one hundred metres across.”3 Or
even worse, the subatomic forces of space itself could be transformed by
the experiment. If that were to happen, the effect might be to “rip the fab-
ric of space itself.”4 The result, warns Rees, could be that “the boundary
of the new-style vacuum would spread like an expanding bubble,” eventu-
ally devouring the entire universe.5

Rees and other scientists admit that the chance of any of these events
occurring is exceedingly low. But while it’s “very, very improbable,” says
Rees, “we cannot be 100 percent sure what might actually happen.”6 Rees
then asks the question, Even assuming that the odds of something going
wrong on this scale are as high as one in fifty million, would the potential
benefit be worth the remote possibility of destroying the Earth and the
entire universe?7

Rees goes on to warn of a number of current experimental pursuits
that pose the threat of disastrous consequences for life on Earth, including
the construction of small nanobots that replicate like viruses and that
could race out of control, devouring matter and turning the Earth’s sur-
face to a “gray goo.”8 Rees worries about similar threats posed by genetic
engineering and computer technology—especially as knowledge in the
high-tech fields spreads, increasing the likelihood that someone will, by
accident or intent, cause irrevocable harm. He concludes by saying that
the risk attendant to these powerful new scientific and technological pur-
suits ought to engender a global discussion about the limits of scientific
inquiry.

The immediate rejoinder by most scientists is that if we had enter-
tained the same misgivings and fears about the harnessing of fire because it
caused harm as well as good, we might never have enjoyed the vast benefits
of progress and would instead have remained in a primitive state of being.
The big difference, however, is that the effects of past scientific pursuits
were always felt locally and were of limited duration. Today’s cutting-edge
scientific technology is of a different ilk. The effects and consequences of
computer technology, biotechnology, and, soon, nanotechnology are global
in scale and potentially long in duration.

The first realization of the vast difference in scale and duration of the
new scientific endeavors and technologies came with the splitting of the atom
and the dropping of the atomic bombs over human populations in Japan
in the last days of World War II. Although some of the scientists engaged
in the top-secret U.S. government project—the Manhattan Project—had
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misgivings about pursuing the research and applying the results, and ex-
pressed their concerns, the weight of scientific orthodoxy prevailed, and
nuclear weapons and, later, nuclear power continued to be developed un-
abated. The reasoning, until this day, has been that while nuclear weapons
and nuclear power plants pose a potential threat to the continuance of hu-
man life on Earth, the benefits of military security and adequate energy
supplies exceed the potential threat posed by misuse and abuse or negli-
gence. The belief has always been that the potential for wrongdoing or ac-
cidents could be “rationally” avoided, controlled, or at least mitigated.

Although Americans, by and large, continue to champion the Euro-
pean Enlightenment vision, putting their unswerving faith in scientific
advances and technological pursuits, Europeans are beginning to have
doubts about the wisdom of uncritical acceptance of the old shibboleths.
As in the case of governance and foreign policy and security matters, Eu-
rope is beginning to diverge, in a fundamental way, from the American ap-
proach to science and technology. At the heart of the difference is the way
Americans and Europeans perceive risk.

We Americans take pride in being a risk-taking people. We come from
immigrant stock who risked their very lives to journey to the New World
and start over, often with only a few coins in their pockets and a dream of
a better life. When Europeans and others are asked what they most ad-
mire about Americans, our risk-taking, can-do attitude generally tops the
list. We are often willing to gamble it all on a whim, a hope, or just a gut
feeling. That’s why Americans are so incredibly inventive, innovative, and
entrepreneurial. Where others see difficulties and obstacles, Americans
see opportunities. One of the traits that Americans most dislike in a per-
son is the defeatist attitude that something can’t be done or isn’t worth at-
tempting for fear of failure or unintended deleterious consequences. “You
don’t know until you try” is a refrain that reverberates throughout Amer-
ican history. If people elsewhere really want to know what irks Americans
the most, it’s this. We can’t abide pessimism, a quality often perceived in
our European friends. We are eternal optimists—although many Euro-
peans I know say we are just plain naïve.

Our optimism is deeply entwined with our faith in science and tech-
nology. It has been said that Americans are a nation of tinkerers. When I
was growing up, the engineer was held in as high esteem as the cowboy.
He was viewed as a rugged individualist willing to cut against the grain, al-
ways in search of creating a better machine. The engineer was admired for
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his efforts to improve the lot of society and contribute to the progress and
welfare of civilization. I remember seeing the lights on late at night in my
neighbor’s garage, as father and son experimented with various machines
and engines at their homemade workbench, dreaming of a breakthrough
invention that might change the world.

It’s hard to give all that up. It’s too ingrained. It’s who we are. But on
the other side of the water, the sensibilities are different. It’s not that Eu-
ropeans aren’t inventive. One could even make the case that over the
course of history, Europe has produced most of the great scientific in-
sights and not a few of the major inventions—although certainly the Chi-
nese might justifiably lay claim to some of the accolade. Still, Europeans
are far more mindful of the dark side of science and technology. They’ve
had longer histories with the negative as well as the positive consequences
of science and technology and are, therefore, less starry-eyed. Moreover,
until the post–World War II era, science and technology in Europe were
largely in the hands of an educated elite and associated with control over
society and the perpetuation of class divisions, whereas in America, science
and technology were always more democratically dispersed. The founder
of my own alma mater, the University of Pennsylvania, Benjamin Franklin,
as well as Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, and many of the other found-
ing fathers, fancied themselves as scientists and inventors as much as rev-
olutionaries and spent endless time working on scientific pursuits and the
creation of new inventions. They envisioned America as a nation of in-
ventors. Thomas Jefferson, our third U.S. president, fashioned the first
modern patent laws to reward the prowess of American inventors. He
hoped that the patent laws would encourage the democratization of the
inventive spirit. They did.

Just as Americans took up the European Enlightenment dream of ma-
terial progress, the pursuit of self-interest, and individual autonomy, and
ran with it in its most pure form, while European attachment was more
tentative, so, too, with the Enlightenment notions of science and technol-
ogy. The Brits come closest to the American sensibilities when it comes to
our unflagging faith in the pursuit of Enlightenment science and technol-
ogy. But, even they temper their enthusiasm with an occasional romantic
and sometimes class-directed reaction from the likes of a Samuel Taylor
Coleridge or the Luddites. We have our Thoreaus and our anti-technol-
ogy populist traditions as well, although these countercurrents don’t run
as deep in America as they do in Europe.
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The divergence in views on science and technology between Ameri-
cans and Europeans is growing and is now coming to the fore in a myriad
of public policy debates, threatening a schism as significant as the divide
over our different sense of how best to pursue foreign policy and domes-
tic security.

Burden of Proof

In recent years, the European Union has turned upside down the standard
operating procedure for introducing new technologies and products into
the marketplace and society, much to the consternation of the United
States. The turnaround started with the controversy over genetically mod-
ified (GM) foods and the introduction of genetically modified organisms
(GMOs) into the environment. The U.S. government gave the green light
to the widespread introduction of GM foods in the mid-1990s, and by the
end of the decade, over half of America’s agricultural land was given over to
GM crops. No new laws were enacted to govern the potential harmful en-
vironmental and health impacts. Instead, existing statutes were invoked.
Nor was any special handling or labeling of the products required.

In Europe, the response was quite different. Massive opposition to
GMOs erupted across the continent. Farmers, environmentalists, and con-
sumer organizations staged protests, and political parties and govern-
ments voiced concern and even opposition. A de facto moratorium on the
planting of GM crops and the sale of GM food products was put into ef-
fect. Meanwhile, the major food processors, distributors, and retailers
pledged not to sell any products containing GM traits.

The European Union embarked on a lengthy review process to assess
the risks of introducing GM food products. In the end, the European
Union established tough new protections designed to mitigate the poten-
tial harm of GM food crops and products. The measures included proce-
dures to segregate and track GM grain and food products from the fields
to the retail stores to ensure against contamination; labeling of GMOs at
every stage of the food process to ensure transparency; and independent
testing as well as more rigorous testing requirements by the companies
producing GM seeds and other genetically modified organisms.

The U.S. government charged the EU with foul play and suggested
that the Union was using GMOs as a ploy to win concessions on other
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trade-related issues to which the two superpowers were at loggerheads.
The U.S. trade representative even threatened to challenge the EU GMO
policy at the World Trade Organization, suggesting that its restrictive
policies violated existing free-trade agreements.

What the U.S. didn’t understand is that Europe’s opposition to the in-
troduction of GMOs was not just a political maneuver to gain a bargain-
ing chip with the U.S. on trade, but something far more important. For
Europeans, the introduction of GMOs cuts much deeper, challenging
many of the fundamental assumptions that underlie the nascent European
Dream. The European public worries about the potential unforeseen en-
vironmental impacts of introducing large volumes of genetically modified
organisms into the biosphere. They also worry about the possible conse-
quences to human health that might result. The argument one hears over
and over again by men and women on the streets of Europe, as well as by
governing elites, is that while millions of dollars have been spent on
readying the new products for market, far less care, attention, and funds
have been committed to assessing the potential ecological and health risks
that might accompany the introduction of this radical new agricultural
technology. Europeans argue that because GMOs are alive, reproduce,
mutate, proliferate, and can contaminate and create irreversible niches,
they pose potential threats that are global in scale and therefore require a
different level of oversight.

Europeans also express concern over the impact that GM foods may
have on their cultural identity. In Europe, unlike America, food plays a
critical role in defining culture—many would argue that food is as impor-
tant or even more important than language in maintaining the social
cohesion of Europe’s many cultures. Americans have a difficult time under-
standing the close cultural relationship Europeans have toward rural life,
farming practices, food cultivation, processing, and consumption because
we gave all that up long ago to become a fast-food, commercial culture.
For Europeans, GM foods represent a potential threat to deeply held
beliefs about sustainable development and the protection of cultural
diversity, principles that go to the very heart of the European Dream.
According to public opinion surveys, 89 percent of the French public, 81
percent of the German public, and 74 percent of the Italian public oppose
the introduction of GM foods. On average, two out of three Europeans
oppose GM foods, while in America, nearly half (48 percent) of all con-
sumers support GM foods.9
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Nor is the GMO issue an anomaly. The European Union is forging
ahead on a wide regulatory front, changing the very conditions and terms
governing how new scientific and technological pursuits and products are
introduced into the marketplace, society, and the environment. Its bold
initiatives put the Union far ahead of the United States, and the rest of the
world, in procedures and protocols overseeing scientific and technological
endeavors. Behind all of its newfound regulatory zeal is the looming ques-
tion of how best to model global risks and create a sustainable and trans-
parent approach to economic development.

In May 2003, the European Commission proposed sweeping new reg-
ulatory controls on chemicals to mitigate toxic impacts on the environ-
ment and human and animal health. The proposed new law would require
companies to register and test for the safety of more than thirty thousand
chemicals at an estimated cost to the producers of nearly €8 billion.10 Un-
der existing rules, 99 percent of the total volume of chemicals sold in Eu-
rope have not passed through any environmental and health testing and
review process.11 According to the EU environmental commissioner,
Margot Wallstrom, “There is no control whatsoever of the 400 million
tons of chemicals sold in the European Union each year.”12 In the past,
there was no way to even know what kind of chemicals were being used by
industry, making it nearly impossible to track potential health risks. The
new regulations will change all of that. The REACH system—which
stands for Registration, Evaluation, and Authorization of Chemicals—
requires the companies to conduct safety and environmental tests to prove
that the products they are producing are safe. If they can’t, the products
will be banned from the market.

The new procedures represent an about-face to the way the chemical
industry is regulated in the United States. In America, newly introduced
chemicals are generally assessed to be safe, and the burden is primarily put
on the consumer and the public at large or the government to prove that
they cause harm. The European Union has reversed the burden of proof.
Margot Wallstrom makes the point that “no longer do public authorities
need to prove they [the products] are dangerous. The onus is now on in-
dustry” to prove that the products are safe.13

The new EU policy represents a sea change in the handling of risks. In
the United States, regulation is designed, for the most part, to address en-
vironmental problems once they occur. The Toxic Substances Control Act
(TOSCA), passed in 1976, is America’s primary governmental tool for
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regulating toxic chemicals but is generally regarded as “being weak and
too deferential to industry.”14 The vast majority of non-pesticide chemi-
cals are not screened or tested at all before introduction into the market-
place. Even though the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)
requires environmental-impact statements in advance of some scientific
experiments and technological applications, it has been narrowly applied
by the federal courts and restricted in its use. Even when it has been used,
the threshold criteria for fulfilling NEPA requirements is so weak as to be
largely ineffective in most instances. The European Union’s regulatory
approach, in stark contrast, is designed to prevent harm before it occurs.

Making companies prove that their chemical products are safe before
they are sold is a revolutionary change. It’s impossible to conceive of the
U.S. entertaining the kind of risk-prevention regulatory regime that the
EU has rolled out. In a country where corporate lobbyists spend literally
billions of dollars influencing congressional legislation, the chances of
ever having a similar regulatory regime to the one being implemented in
Europe would be nigh on impossible.

What makes the new risk-prevention regime even more impressive is
that the European Union is the largest chemical producer in the world
and makes up 28 percent of the entire world output of chemical prod-
ucts.15 The industry, which is the third largest in the European manufac-
turing sector, with annual sales of €519 billion, employs 1.7 million
people, and is responsible for an additional 3 million jobs related to the in-
dustry.16 Even so, the European Commission drove the regulatory process
forward.

The U.S. government and chemical industry—as well as European
chemical companies and associations—have fought the new regulations.
The U.S. says the EU chemical regulations threaten the export of more
than $20 billion in chemicals that the U.S. sells to Europe each year.17 Un-
deterred, the European Commission endorsed the proposed regulations
in October 2003. It is estimated that implementing REACH will cost the
chemical industry about €2.3 billion over the next eleven years.18 The cost
to downstream users (manufacturers who use chemical substances in their
products) is expected to be around €2.8 to €3.6 billion over a similar time
period.19 While some environmental organizations complain that the final
regulations were watered down and needed to be strengthened, the very
fact that the European Union has become the first political unit in the
world to transfer risk to the companies, making them responsible for
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proving the safety of their products, represents a new departure in ad-
dressing the question of how best to regulate environmental and health
risks that accompany new scientific and technological pursuits. The new
proposals still have to be acted upon by the European Parliament and the
European Council.

GMOs and chemical products represent just part of the new “risk-
prevention” agenda taking shape in Brussels. In early 2003, the European
Union adopted a new rule prohibiting electronics manufacturers from
selling products in the EU that contain mercury, lead, or other heavy met-
als.20 Another new regulation requires the manufacturers of all consumer
electronics and household appliances to cover the costs for recycling their
products. American companies complain that compliance with the new
regulations will cost them hundreds of millions of dollars a year.21

All of these strict new rules governing risk prevention would come as
a shock to most Americans, who have longed believed that the United
States is the most vigilant regulatory oversight regime in the world for
governing risks to the environment and public health. Although that was
the case thirty years ago, it no longer is today.

The new attention to risk prevention in Europe reflects a new sensi-
bility to sustainable development and global stewardship of the Earth’s re-
sources and environment. Some observers note that at least some of the
impetus for strengthening regulatory oversight is the result of recent past
failures of Europe’s regulatory procedures in handling the BSE outbreaks
in cattle in the U.K. and other countries, the contamination of the blood
supply with the HIV virus in France, the Perrier benzene scare in Europe,
and other environmental and health calamities. While these incidences
contributed to the heightened concern for better regulatory oversight,
larger forces at work, well before these recent events, helped shape a new
risk-prevention approach across the continent.

The long-term effect of acid rain on the Black Forest in Germany; the
release and spread of a deadly radioactive cloud over much of Europe in
the wake of the Chernobyl nuclear-power-plant meltdown; the height-
ened fears over violent weather-pattern changes, including floods in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe, which many attribute to the impacts of global
warming; and the proliferation of chemical and biological weapons have
all sensitized Europeans to the growing global environmental and health
risks attendant to the new era. Europe’s new sensitivity to global risks has
led it to champion the Kyoto Protocol on climate change, the Biodiversity
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Treaty, the Chemical Weapons Convention, and many other treaties and
accords designed to reduce global, environmental, and health risks. As
mentioned in chapter 14, the U.S. government has refused, to date, to rat-
ify any of the above agreements.

The European Union is the first governing institution in history to
emphasize human responsibilities to the global environment as a center-
piece of its political vision. Nation-states have a very different mission.
Their aim has always been to expand territorial reach, exploit the Earth’s
largesse, and advance material wealth. The Earth, in the nation-state era,
has been viewed primarily as a resource. Science and technology, in turn,
have been the tools used to probe nature’s secrets and harness her poten-
tial wealth. The goal was—and still is—economic growth and accumula-
tion of property.

While the member states of the EU are still very much wedded to the
older nation-state mission, with its emphasis on the right to exploit na-
ture’s resources, the people of Europe find themselves, at the same time,
inexorably pulled toward a new global center of gravity where obligations
to preserve the integrity of the Earth itself are of equal priority. The new
crosscutting loyalties to both material self-interests and global environ-
mental responsibilities represent the emergence of a new frame of mind
for which there is no historical precedent. That’s not to say that others,
elsewhere, don’t feel a similar tug. But in the U.S., for example, my sense
is that global environmental concerns have somewhat less resonance
among the public at large—although it’s hard to quantify—and far less at-
traction to political elites and policymakers.

In Europe, intellectuals are increasingly debating the question of the
great shift from a risk-taking age to a risk-prevention era. That debate is
virtually nonexistent among American intellectuals. The new European
intellectuals argue that vulnerability is the underbelly of risks. To the ex-
tent that individuals, and society as a whole, perceive greater opportuni-
ties than negative consequences in taking risks, they are “risk takers.”
Americans, we’ve already noted, are risk-taking people. Europeans, on the
other hand, are far more risk-sensitive. Much of their outlook is condi-
tioned by a checkered past history where risk-taking resulted in significant
negative consequences to society and posterity. Risk-sensitivity, however,
has a silver lining. A sense of vulnerability can motivate people to band to-
gether in common cause. The European Union stands as a testimonial to
collective political engagement arising from a sense of risk and shared
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vulnerability. A sense of vulnerability can also lead to greater empathy for
others, although it can also generate fear and retaliation toward outsiders,
especially if they are perceived to be somehow to blame for one’s compro-
mised circumstances.

The severing of the individual from the collective in the industrial era
created a new sense of risk exposure and vulnerability. Private and public
insurance were ways of pooling risks to provide for one another. Insurance
became a means of reducing vulnerability in an otherwise atomized, au-
tonomous world. Although many Americans enjoy private insurance and
the government provides insurance in the way of the Social Security fund,
the idea of insurance—especially of a public nature—is much more devel-
oped in Europe. This is due, in part, to Europeans’ never fully accepting
the Enlightenment notion of the autonomous individual responsible, in
toto, for his or her fate. Europeans have continued to maintain a balance—
at times uncomfortable—between individual autonomy and a collective
risk-sharing responsibility. It’s the legacy of Catholic doctrine, feudal
arrangements, and walled cities. Even the Protestant Reformation, with
its near obsession on the individual, couldn’t totally pry the Europeans
from an older and deeper communal affiliation.

What’s changed qualitatively in the last half century since the drop-
ping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki is that risks of all
kinds are now global in scale, open-ended in duration, incalculable in their
consequences, and not compensational. Their impact is universal, which
means that no one can escape their potential effects. Risks have now be-
come truly democratized, making everyone vulnerable. When everyone is
vulnerable, and all can be lost, then traditional notions of calculating and
pooling risks become virtually meaningless. This is what European aca-
demics call a “risk society.”

Americans aren’t there yet. While some academics speak to global risks
and vulnerabilities and a significant minority of Americans express their
concerns about global risks, from climate change to loss of biodiversity, the
sense of utter vulnerability just isn’t as strong on this side of the Atlantic.
Europeans say we have blinders on. In reality, it’s more nuanced than that.
Most Americans still hold firm to the underlying pillar of the American
Dream—that each person is ultimately the captain of his or her own fate.
Call it delusional, but the sense of personal empowerment is so firmly em-
bedded in the American mind that even when pitted against growing evi-
dence of potentially overwhelming global threats, most Americans shrug
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such notions off as overly pessimistic and defeatist. Individuals can move
mountains. Most Americans believe that. Fewer Europeans do.

Can one effectively build a dream on a sense of shared global risk and
vulnerabilities? European elites think yes. Less sure is the European pub-
lic, although the anecdotal evidence suggests they are more likely than any
other peoples in the world to give it a try. Here in America, however,
where 293 million individuals have been weaned on eternal optimism, and
each socialized to believe that he or she can make his or her own way
against all external odds, the possibility that a collective risk-prevention
approach to scientific and technological pursuits might find a responsive
audience is problematic.

The European Union has already institutionalized a litmus test that
cuts to the core of the differences that separate the new European view of
shared risks and vulnerabilities from the older American view of unlimited
personal opportunities and individual prowess. It’s called “the precaution-
ary principle,” and it has become the centerpiece of EU regulatory policy
governing science and technology in a globalizing world. Most European
political elites, and the public at large, favor it. Far fewer American politi-
cians and citizens would likely countenance it.

The Precautionary Principle

In November 2002, the European Commission adopted a communication
on the use of the precautionary principle in regulatory oversight of science
and technology innovations and the introduction of new products into the
marketplace, society, and environment. According to the commission, a
proposed experiment, or technology application, or product introduction
is subject to review and even suspension in “cases where scientific evidence
is insufficient, inconclusive or uncertain and preliminary scientific evalua-
tion indicates that there are reasonable grounds for concern that the po-
tentially dangerous effects on the environment, human, animal or plant
health, may be inconsistent with the high level of protection chosen by the
EU.”22 The key term in the directive is “uncertain.” When there is suffi-
cient evidence to suggest a potential deleterious impact but not enough
evidence to know for sure, the precautionary principle kicks in, allowing
regulatory authorities to err on the side of safety by either suspending the
activity altogether, modifying it, employing alternative scenarios, monitor-
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ing the activity to assess causal impacts, or creating experimental protocols
to better understand its effects. The architects of the commission directive
are quick to point out that the precautionary principle is to be invoked in a
reasoned and nonarbitrary manner to ensure that it isn’t used as a political
or economic hammer to advance other objectives. The directive states,

Where action is deemed necessary, measures should be proportion-
ate to the chosen level of protection, non-discriminatory in their ap-
plication and consistent with similar measures already taken. They
should also be based on an examination of the potential benefits and
costs of action or lack of action and subject to review in the light of
new scientific data and should thus be maintained as long as the sci-
entific data remain incomplete, imprecise or inconclusive and as
long as the risk is considered too high to be imposed on society.23

The first known instance where the precautionary principle was put
into effect occurred in September 1854 in the parish of St. James in central
London. A London physician, John Snow, was investigating the source of
a cholera outbreak that had taken five hundred lives in a ten-day period.
Snow had published an earlier study comparing two water companies—
one whose water was clean, the other whose water was contaminated by
sewage. He theorized that the unclean water was linked to cholera. The
study was already producing data to support his thesis at the time of the
cholera outbreak. A quick investigation showed that all of the eighty-three
people that had died in the Golden Square area between August 31 and
September 5 had drank water from the contaminated Broad Street water
pump rather than from the cleaner water company’s pump. He recom-
mended to authorities that the pump handle of the Broad Street Water
Company be removed. The action averted a further cholera outbreak. It
should be emphasized that most scientists, at the time, did not share
Snow’s view. They believed that cholera was carried by airborne contami-
nation. The scientific link between polluted water and cholera wasn’t dis-
covered until thirty years later.24

The decision to follow Snow’s advice was a classic example of the pre-
cautionary principle at work—that is, taking action in a situation where
there is reason to believe that there is a causal connection between an ac-
tivity and deleterious consequences without yet having sufficient scientific
proof to back up the claim.
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The first use of the precautionary principle in public policy came in
the 1970s in Germany. German scientists and public officials were voicing
increasing concern over “forest death” in Germany. They suspected that
acid rain caused by air pollution was the cause but did not yet have iron-
clad scientific proof. Nonetheless, the German government made the de-
cision to cut power-plant emissions with the passage of the German Clean
Air Act of 1974, citing the principle of Vorsorge, or “forecaring.”25 The
“precautionary principle” soon became a canon of German environmen-
tal law. The precautionary principle was “to be used in situations of po-
tentially serious or irreversible threats to health or the environment,
where there is a need to act to reduce potential hazards before there is
strong proof of harm, taking into account the likely costs and benefits of
action and inaction.”26

The precautionary principle is designed to allow government author-
ities to respond pre-emptively, as well as after damage is inflicted, with a
lower threshold of scientific certainty than has normally been the rule of
thumb in the past. “Scientific certainty” has been tempered by the notion
of “reasonable grounds for concern.” The precautionary principle gives
authorities the maneuverability and flexibility to respond to events in real
time, either before they unfold or while they are unfolding, so that poten-
tial adverse impacts can be forestalled or reduced while the suspected
causes of the harm are being analyzed and evaluated.

Advocates of the precautionary principle argue that had it been invoked
in the past, many of the adverse effects of new scientific and technological
introductions might have been prevented, or at least mitigated, and they
cite the introduction of halocarbons and the tear in the ozone hole in the
Earth’s upper atmosphere, the outbreak of BSE in cattle, growing antibiotic-
resistant strains of bacteria caused by the over-administering of antibiotics
to farm animals, and the widespread deaths caused by asbestos, benzene,
and PCBs.27

In these and other instances, there were telltale signs of potential
harmful effects, often right from the time of their introductions. The
warning signals were ignored for a variety of reasons, including conflict
of interests among the researchers responsible for overseeing possible
threats. For example, in the United States, the Animal and Plant Health
Inspection Service (APHIS), of the United States Department of Agricul-
ture (USDA), is responsible for monitoring health problems in the na-
tion’s farm animals and plants. But the USDA is also charged with the
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responsibility of promoting American agricultural products. In countless
instances, the department has been less than rigorous in the pursuit of po-
tential adverse environmental and health effects caused by existing agri-
cultural practices, if those practices might, in any way, threaten the welfare
of the agricultural interests they also serve.

In the case of the BSE outbreak in the U.K., it’s been pointed out sub-
sequently in government hearings and public exposés that the reason the
government regulatory body was so slow to respond to the spreading cri-
sis is that its responsibility was to safeguard the industry it monitored and
not consumers. Often, potential links went unexplored because the con-
nections required interdisciplinary approaches that were never forthcom-
ing. For example, veterinarians examining BSE in cattle failed to make the
link with the disease and Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (CJD), a brain-wasting
illness in humans, now known to be caused by eating beef from BSE-
contaminated cattle. Had medical researchers been brought in early on to
work with the veterinarians to explore the possible connection between
the brain-wasting diseases in cattle and in humans, action to prohibit the
spread of BSE to human populations might have occurred earlier, saving
many more lives.28

In the case of halocarbons, PCBs, and methyl tertiary butyl ether
(MTBE), all artificial chemicals, their novelty itself should have raised
some eyebrows. Researchers knew from the very beginning that these
chemicals persist in the environment, are easily dispersible, and can be-
come ubiquitous. So if problems do arise, it would be more difficult to get
rid of them.29

Frequently, lay evidence of potential harm precedes clinical evidence
by years, and even decades, but is ignored by the “experts” and the powers
that be. Workers were aware of the harmful effects of asbestos and PCBs
long before regulators turned their attention to the problems. In countless
instances, local communities notice the causal association between ill
health and local industrial activity well before public officials. Love Canal
in the United States comes easily to mind.

The precautionary principle has been finding its way into interna-
tional treaties and covenants. It was first recognized in 1982 when the UN
General Assembly incorporated it into the World Charter for Nature.30

The precautionary principle was subsequently included in the Rio Decla-
ration on Environment and Development in 1992, the Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change in 1992, the Treaty on European Union
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(Maastricht Treaty) in 1992, the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety in 2000,
and the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs)
in 2001.31

The European Union hopes that by integrating the precautionary
principle into international treaties and multilateral agreements, it will
become the unchallenged standard by which governments oversee and
regulate science and technology around the world. While the U.S. has in-
tegrated aspects of the precautionary principle into some of its environ-
mental regulations, for the most part America’s approach and standards
are far more lax than the EU’s, while still arguably better than those of
many other countries.

In recent years, the U.S. government, in tandem with U.S. industry,
has taken every occasion to challenge the tougher approach to the precau-
tionary principle taken by the EU. The U.S. views Europe’s tightening
regulatory regime as a noose around American exports and is determined
to thwart its efforts to make the principle the gold standard for the world.
America’s National Foreign Trade Council best expressed U.S. govern-
mental and industry concern in a report issued in May 2003. The council
warned that the EU’s invocation of the precautionary principle “has effec-
tively banned U.S. and other non-EU exports of products deemed haz-
ardous, stifled scientific and industrial innovation, and advancement.”32

Margot Wallstrom, the EU’s outspoken environmental commissioner,
made clear her belief that Europe and America were beginning to diverge
in a fundamental way when it comes to the issue of sustainable develop-
ment and global environmental stewardship. She noted that although en-
vironmental concerns appear last among nine issues of concern among
American voters, they appear among the top-five most pressing issues for
European voters.33 Wallstrom also observed that while “the environment
is essentially a local issue within the U.S. . . . in Europe . . . there is a
greater understanding among the broader public of the international and
global dimension of the environmental challenge.”34 The bottom line,
concludes Wallstrom, is that while in America environment is only a
second-tier issue, “environmental policy has been one of the foundation
stones of the European Union itself.”35 Wallstrom and others see the pre-
cautionary principle as the front line in their regulatory arsenal to advance
the cause of sustainable development in a globalizing world.

But the import of the precautionary principle runs even deeper. It
speaks to a profound shift in the way society views its relationship to na-
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ture and its approach to scientific pursuits and technological innovations.
The European Enlightenment tradition, to which America has become
the most enthusiastic supporter, puts a premium on power over nature.
Americans, by and large, view nature as a treasure trove of useful resources
waiting to be harnessed for productive ends. While Europeans share
America’s utilitarian perspective, they also have another sensibility that is
less prominent here in America—that is, a love for the intrinsic value of
nature. One can see it in Europeans’ regard for the rural countryside and
their determination to maintain natural landscapes, even if it means pro-
viding government assistance in the way of special subsidies or forgoing
commercial development. Nature figures prominently in Europeans’ dream
of a quality of life. Europeans spend far more time visiting the countryside
on weekends and during their vacations than Americans. It is, for them, a
valued pastime.

The balancing of urban and rural time is less of a priority for most
Americans, many of whom are just as likely to spend their weekends at a
shopping mall, while their European peers are hiking along country trails.
Of course, there are plenty of Americans who prefer to spend their time in
the great outdoors, just as there are many Europeans who prefer the com-
forts of urban recreation. Still, anyone who spends significant time in Eu-
rope and America knows, quite well, that there is a great affinity for rural
getaways among Europeans. Almost everyone I know in Europe among the
professional and business classes has some small second home in the coun-
try somewhere—a dacha usually belonging to the family for generations.
While working people may not be as fortunate, on any given weekend they
can be seen exiting the cities en masse, motoring their way into the nearest
rural enclave or country village for a respite from urban pressures.

The strongly held values about rural life and nature is one reason why
Europe has been able to support green parties across the continent, with
substantial representation in national parliaments as well as in the Euro-
pean Parliament. By contrast, not a single legislator at the federal level in
the U.S. is a member of a green party.

European determination to maintain a semblance of balance between
a utilitarian and an intrinsic approach to nature makes them take more se-
riously their responsibility to sustainable development and global envi-
ronmental stewardship. The precautionary principle is perceived, in part,
as a way to balance the scales, if you will, between commercial develop-
ment and preservation of the natural environment.

3 3 2 T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M

348



There is, however, another dimension to the European psyche, one
we’ve alluded to repeatedly in earlier chapters, that makes Europeans
more supportive of the precautionary principle than we might be in
America—that is, their sense of the “connectedness” of everything. The
precautionary principle is rooted in the idea that every scientific experi-
ment, or technology application, or product introduction affects the envi-
ronment in myriad ways that are complicated and difficult to assess. The
older methods of determining risks, because they are reductionist, mech-
anistic, and linear in nature, don’t account for the subtlety of relationships
in nature that are difficult to quantify or are unpredictable.

Because we Americans place such a high premium on autonomy, we are
far less likely to see the deep connectedness of things. We tend to see the
world in terms of containers, each isolated from the whole and capable of
standing alone. Connectedness, to us, conjures up the notion of shared de-
pendency and vulnerability, qualities we don’t much admire. Our sense of
self and world makes us ideal disciples of the Enlightenment frame of
mind, with its emphasis on harnessing and isolating discrete bits and pieces
of nature for the purpose of transforming them into productive property.
We like everything around us to be neatly bundled, autonomous, and self-
contained, which is the way we think of ourselves in the world. Everything
in the Enlightenment model of nature is detachable and convertible. There
are no relationships, just things, either in motion or at rest, bombarding
other things or inert. Enlightenment nature is eminently exploitable.
Every “thing” can be grabbed and used without consequence to anything
else. There is only opportunity, never responsibility, because all things ex-
ist alone and therefore have no relationship to one another.

The new view of science that is emerging in the wake of globalization
is quite different. We are becoming increasingly aware of the connected-
ness of everything. Nature is viewed as a myriad of symbiotic relation-
ships, all embedded in a larger whole, of which they are an integral part.
In this new vision of nature, nothing is autonomous, everything is con-
nected. Any effort to sever a part of the whole has consequences to every-
thing else. There are no islands, no safe harbors, no self-contained eddies,
only continuous interactivity, mutuality, and engagement.

Europeans, because of their dense spatial and temporal history, have a
far better appreciation of the new model of nature. Their lives have been
lived far more communally and with greater embeddedness than have ours
in America. They understand the logic of the precautionary principle be-
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cause they know that in a densely lived environment, everything one does
affects everything else.

The precautionary principle calls on us to look beyond immediate act-
ivity, in isolation, and toward the whole context in which that activity
unfolds. The sheer magnitude of today’s scientific and technological inter-
ventions can’t help but have significant and often long-lasting effects on
the rest of nature—those effects can be potentially catastrophic and irre-
versible. The precautionary principle says, in effect, that because the stakes
are so high, we have to weigh even the most dramatic benefits against
the prospects of even more destructive consequences. The old Enlighten-
ment science is too primitive and sophomoric to address a world where
the bar for risk has been raised to the threshold of possible extinction it-
self. When the whole world is at risk because of the scale of human inter-
vention, then a new scientific approach is required that takes the whole
world into consideration. That is the logic at the heart of the precaution-
ary principle.

Systems Thinking

Here, then, is the problem. The very success of Enlightenment science is
now posing a fundamental conundrum for science. The more powerful
the science and technology are becoming, the more complex and unpre-
dictable are the impacts and consequences. Many in the scientific commu-
nity worry that “the growing innovative powers of science seem to be
outstripping its ability to predict the consequences of its applications,
whilst the scale of human interventions in nature increases the chances
that any hazardous impacts may be serious and global.”36 The old En-
lightenment science seems to have run out of answers for how to deal with
this new reality.

Enlightenment science is wedded to the notion that the behavior of
the whole is best understood by analyzing the individual parts that make it
up. The analytical method reduces all phenomena to its most fundamen-
tal building blocks and then examines the individual properties of each el-
ement in the hope of better understanding the construction of the whole.
As mentioned in chapter 4, this mechanistic approach to science borrowed
heavily from popular mechanical metaphors of the day. Machines can in-
deed be understood by taking them apart, analyzing their individual com-
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ponents, and then re-assembling them back into the whole. But in the real
world of nature, behavior is not mechanistic and fixed, but conditional,
open-ended, affected by other phenomena, and continually metamor-
phosing and mutating in response to the patterns of activity around it.

As long as science and technology were more narrowly engaged in
questions of acceleration and location, Newton’s mechanistic laws served
well. Phenomena that could be isolated, timed and measured, and made
subject to rigorous quantification passed muster. By the twentieth century,
however, the reductionist and mechanistic idea was too limited a concept
to capture the embeddedness of nature. It became more apparent to sci-
entists that understanding society or nature required understanding the
myriad relationships between phenomena and not just the properties of
the component parts.

Social scientists began to ask, How do we know a man except in
relationship to the world around him? Taking the measure of a man—
knowing his place of birth, age, height, weight, physical and emotional
characteristics, etc.—tells us little of value about who he really is. It is only
by understanding his relationship to the larger environment in which he is
embedded and the many relationships he shares that we get a sense of him.
In the old scheme, man was the sum total of his individual properties. In
the new scheme, he is a snapshot of the pattern of activities in which he is
engaged.

If each human being is a pattern of interactivity, why wouldn’t all of
nature be so as well? Science, in the twentieth century, began to re-examine
many of its most basic operating assumptions, only to see them over-
thrown. The old idea that phenomena could be known by analyzing the
individual parts gave way to the opposite conception—that the individual
parts can be understood only by first knowing something about their rela-
tionships to the whole within which they are embedded. In a word, noth-
ing exists in isolation, as an autonomous object. Rather, everything exists
in relation to “the other.” The new science was called “systems theory,”
and it put in doubt the older thinking about the nature of nature. Systems
theory also cast a shadow on the rest of the Enlightenment project, in-
cluding, most important, the idea of the autonomous being functioning
in a detached, self-optimizing world, populated by other autonomous
beings, each maximizing his or her own individual utility.

Systems theory holds that the nature of the whole is greater than the
sum of its parts. That’s because it is the relationship between the parts—
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the organizing principles that animate the whole—that creates something
qualitatively different at the level of the whole. For example, we know
from personal experience that a living being is qualitatively different from
a corpse. At the moment of death, all of the relationships that made that
living being a whole disappear, leaving just a body of inert matter. The
great twentieth-century physicist Werner Heisenberg once remarked that
“the world thus appears as a complicated tissue of events, in which con-
nections of different kinds alternate or overlap or combine and thereby
determine the texture of the whole.”37

The new systems thinking owes much to the emerging field of ecol-
ogy. Ecology comes from the Greek word oikos, which means “house-
hold.” The German biologist Ernst Haeckel was the first to define the
new branch of biology as “the science of relations between the organism
and the surrounding outer world.”38 Ecology challenged the Darwinian
model, with its emphasis on the competitive struggle between individual
creatures for scarce resources. In the newer ecological model, nature is
made up of a multitude of symbiotic and synergistic relationships, where
each organism’s fate is determined as much by the patterns of mutual re-
lationships as by any competitive advantage. Where Darwin’s biology
concentrated more on the individual organism and species and relegated
the environment to a backdrop of resources, ecology views the environ-
ment as all the relationships that make it up.

The early ecologists concentrated their efforts on local ecosystems. In
1911, however, a Russian scientist, Vladimir Vernadsky, published a paper
that would expand the notion of ecological relationships to include the en-
tire planet. He described what he called “the biosphere,” which he defined
“as the area of the earth’s crust occupied by transformers that convert cos-
mic radiation into effective terrestrial energy—electrical, chemical, me-
chanical, thermal, etc.”39

In a follow-up book, published in 1926, which he entitled Biospheria,
Vernadsky broke with the scientific orthodoxy of the day, arguing that
geochemical and biological processes on Earth evolved together, each aid-
ing the other. His radical idea was at odds with orthodox Darwinian the-
ory, which hypothesized that geochemical processes evolved separately,
creating the atmospheric environment in which living organisms emerged,
adapted, and evolved—to wit, the environment as a storehouse of re-
sources. Vernadsky suggested that the cycling of inert chemicals on Earth
is influenced by the quality and quantity of living matter, and the living
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matter, in turn, influences the quality and quantity of inert chemicals
being cycled through the planet. Today, scientists define the biosphere as

an integrated living and life-supporting system comprising the pe-
ripheral envelope of Planet Earth together with its surrounding at-
mosphere, so far down, and up, as any form of life exists naturally.40

The biosphere is very thin, extending only from the ocean depths,
where the most primitive forms of life exist, to the upper stratosphere.
The entire length of the biosphere envelope is less than forty miles from
ocean floor to outer space. Within this narrow band, living creatures, and
the Earth’s geochemical processes, interact to sustain each other.

In the 1970s, an English scientist, James Lovelock, and an American
biologist, Lynn Margulis, expanded on Vernadsky’s theory with the publi-
cation of the Gaia hypothesis. They argued that the Earth functions like a
self-regulating living organism. The flora and fauna and the geochemical
composition of the atmosphere work in a synergistic relationship to main-
tain the Earth’s climate in a relatively steady state that is conducive to life.

Lovelock and Margulis use the example of the regulation of oxygen
and methane to demonstrate how the cybernetic process between life and
the geochemical cycle works to maintain a homeostatic climate regime.
They remind us that oxygen levels on the planet must be confined within
a very narrow range or the entire planet could erupt into flames, destroy-
ing all living matter, at least on the land surface. The two scientists believe
that when the oxygen in the atmosphere rises above a tolerable level, a
warning signal of some kind triggers an increase in methane production
by microscopic bacteria. The increased methane migrates into the atmo-
sphere, dampening the oxygen content until a steady state is reached
again. (Methane acts as a regulator, both adding and taking away oxygen
from the air.)

The constant interaction and feedback between living creatures and
the geochemical content and cycles act as a unified system, maintaining
the Earth’s climate and environment and preserving life. The planet, then,
is more like a living creature, a self-regulating entity that maintains itself
in a steady state conducive to the continuance of life. According to the Gaian
way of thinking, the adaptation and evolution of individual creatures be-
come part of the larger process: the adaptation and evolution of the planet
itself. It is the continuous symbiotic relationships between every living
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creature and between living creatures and the geochemical processes that
ensure the survival of both the planetary organism and the individual
species that live within its biospheric envelope.

Many other scientists have since weighed in on the Gaia thesis, mod-
erating, qualifying, and expanding on Lovelock and Margulis’s work. For
more than two decades, the idea that the Earth functions as a living or-
ganism has become a critical avenue of exploration for rethinking the re-
lationship between biology, chemistry, and geology.

If, in fact, the Earth does function as a living organism, then human
activity that disrupts the biochemistry of that organism can lead to grave
consequences, both for human life and the biosphere as a whole. The mas-
sive burning of fossil-fuel energy is the first example of human activity, on
a global scale, that now threatens a radical shift in the climate of the Earth
and the undermining of the biosphere that sustains all living creatures.

Our dawning awareness that the Earth functions as an indivisible living
organism requires us to rethink our notions of global risks, vulnerability,
and security. If every human life, the species as a whole, and all our fellow
creatures are entwined with one another and with the geochemistry of the
planet in a rich and complex choreography that sustains life itself, then we
are, each and all, dependent on and responsible for the health of the whole
organism. Carrying out that responsibility means living out our individual
lives in our neighborhoods and communities in ways that promote the gen-
eral well-being of the larger biosphere within which we dwell.

This is precisely the mission that the European Union has set for its
twenty-five member states. The precautionary principle represents a deep
acknowledgment that human beings’ first obligation is to the biosphere
that sustains life, even if it means waylaying a commercial development or
suspending a particular economic activity. No economic activity, regard-
less of how lucrative or beneficial it might be, can be allowed to compro-
mise the integrity of the life-support systems that make up the indivisible
biosphere in which we all dwell, and from which we draw our sustenance.
In those instances where there is reasonable, but not conclusive, evidence
that a specific scientific experiment, technological application, or product
introduction could do great harm to any part of the biosphere, the pre-
cautionary principle serves as a watch guard, ensuring that society will not
act precipitously but will instead act conservatively, by forbidding or halt-
ing potentially adverse activity, until either the body of scientific evidence
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suggests that it is all right to proceed or alternatives are found to advance
the same ends.

The precautionary principle is more than just a gatekeeper. It is also a
more sophisticated methodology for assessing risks than the old linear
models still in force in the United States. Its guiding principles and oper-
ating assumptions are based squarely on systems thinking. It takes a holis-
tic approach to evaluating risks, asking how a said activity might affect the
totality of relationships within the biospheric envelope. It requires an in-
terdisciplinary approach to risk assessment and evaluation that examines
all the possible impacts to the Earth as a whole of an intended activity.

I suspect that for Europeans, systems thinking is not so much of a
stretch as it is for us in America. Here, the very idea of being part of a sys-
tem seems a bit constraining. We don’t easily take to the idea that we are
not only a part of but also completely dependent on a larger community
of relationships.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the new science, with its em-
phasis on relationships and feedback, is how closely it mirrors the network
way of thinking that is beginning to permeate the commercial realm and
governance. The science of ecology and the notion of a self-regulating
biosphere are all about relationships and networks. Ecologist Bernard
Patten has observed that “ecology is networks. . . . To understand ecosys-
tems ultimately will be to understand networks.”41 Physicist and philoso-
pher Fritjof Capra points out:

As the network concept became more and more prominent in ecol-
ogy, systemic thinkers began to use network models at all systems
levels, viewing organisms as networks of cells, organs, and organ sys-
tems, just as ecosystems are understood as networks of individual or-
ganisms.42

In other words, every organism is made up of smaller networks of or-
gans and cells while it is also part of larger networks that comprise biotic
communities, whole ecosystems, and the biosphere itself. Each network is
nested in networks above it while also made up of networks below it, in a
complex choreography—what Capra calls “the web of life.” Over aeons of
evolutionary history, says Capra, “many species have formed such tightly
knit communities that the whole system resembles a large, multicreatured
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organism.”43 If this description of the web of life seems remarkably simi-
lar to the emerging “network Europe” with its layers of embedded net-
works—the localities, the regions, the civil society organizations, the
cultural diasporas, transnational companies, the member states, the Euro-
pean Union, and global institutions—the analogy is apt.

A new science is emerging—a second Enlightenment—whose operat-
ing principles and assumptions are more compatible with network ways of
thinking. While the old science is characterized by detachment, expropri-
ation, dissection, and reduction, the new science is characterized by en-
gagement, replenishment, integration, and holism. The old science views
nature as objects, the new science views nature as relationships. The old
science is committed to making nature productive, the new science to
making nature sustainable. The old science seeks power over nature, the
new science seeks partnership with nature. The old science puts a pre-
mium on autonomy from nature, the new science on reparticipation with
nature.

The new science takes us from a colonial vision of nature as an enemy
to pillage and enslave, to a new vision of nature as a community to nur-
ture. The right to exploit, harness, and own nature in the form of property
is tempered by the obligation to steward nature and treat it with dignity
and respect. The utility value of nature is slowly giving way to the intrin-
sic value of nature.

The second scientific Enlightenment has been in the making for nearly
a century. The new fields of thermodynamics and organismic biology at the
turn of the nineteenth century and the introduction of the uncertainty
principle, quantum mechanics, process philosophy, and ecology in the
early twentieth century; the birth of cybernetics and systems thinking
along with information theory after World War II, and more recently the
emergence of complexity theory; and the theories of dissipative structures
and self-organization have all contributed to the deconstruction and fall of
the scientific orthodoxy of traditional Enlightenment science, while help-
ing to chart a fundamental new path for science in the coming century.

Unfortunately, much of our thinking about commerce, governance,
and society and our relationship to the environment is still bound up in
the old scientific paradigm. The new science needs to be more firmly im-
printed in the public mind as well as in public policy to make a real differ-
ence. Still, the European Union is the first political unit to seriously
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entertain the new vision of the Earth as an indivisible living community
deserving of respect.

By championing a host of global environmental treaties and accords
and institutionalizing the precautionary principle into its regulatory poli-
cies, the EU has shown a willingness to act on its commitment to sustain-
able development and global environmental stewardship. The fact that its
commitments in most areas remain weak and are often vacillating is duly
noted. But at least Europe has established a new agenda for conducting
science and technology that, if followed, could begin to wean the world
from the old ways and toward a second scientific Enlightenment, one
more in accord with its dream of inclusivity, diversity, sustainability, qual-
ity of life, and harmony.

Walking the Walk

The European Union is currently engaged in a number of initiatives,
some small, others more grandiose, that represent a breakthrough in the
way it approaches science and technology. All of these initiatives share a
common theme. They are ecologically sensitive and designed and exe-
cuted with an eye toward systems thinking and sustainable development.
Together, they are vanguard projects of a second Enlightenment science.

At the very top of the list is Europe’s new plan to become a fully inte-
grated renewable-based hydrogen economy by mid-century. The EU has
led the world in championing the Kyoto Protocol on climate change. To
ensure compliance with the terms and deadlines outlined in the Kyoto
Protocol, the EU has made a commitment to produce 22 percent of its
electricity and 12 percent of all of its energy using renewable sources of
energy by 2010.44 Although a number of member states are lagging be-
hind on meeting their renewable-energy targets, much to the consterna-
tion of Brussels, the very fact that the EU has set benchmarks at all puts
them far ahead of the United States in making the shift from fossil fuels to
renewable energy sources. The Bush Administration has consistently
fought back attempts in the U.S. Congress to establish similar bench-
marks for ushering in a renewable-energy regime in America.

In June 2003, the EU announced a bold plan to become a clean hydro-
gen economy by mid-century.45 Interestingly enough, when U.S. industry
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got wind of Europe’s plan, it lobbied the White House for an American ini-
tiative, fearing that the EU might leap ahead of the U.S. in the race to a hy-
drogen future. President Bush announced his administration’s intentions
to lead the world to a hydrogen economy in his State of the Union Ad-
dress in 2003. But President Bush’s approach to hydrogen differs signifi-
cantly from the European undertaking.

Hydrogen is the basic element of the universe, the lightest element in
existence, and, when used, emits only two by-products, pure water and
heat. It is not, however, free-floating in nature but, rather, has to be ex-
tracted from other sources. Hydrogen can be extracted from fossil fuels,
especially natural gas and coal, but then we’re still left with CO2 emis-
sions. Nuclear power can also be harnessed to the task, but then we’re left
with nuclear waste that is dangerous to transport and not yet safe to bury.
The other approach is to use renewable sources of energy—solar, wind,
hydro, geothermal—to create electricity, and then use some of the excess
electricity to electrolyze water, separating out hydrogen for storage and
later use for transport needs or for backup generation for the power grid.
Hydrogen can also be extracted from renewable energy crops and gar-
bage. In other words, there’s black hydrogen and green hydrogen, de-
pending on the source from which the hydrogen is extracted.

Here’s the problem. While Europe is committed to making a green
hydrogen future, the Bush White House plan is to promote a black hy-
drogen future, using coal and nuclear power as the favorite means to ex-
tract the hydrogen. Critics accuse the administration of using hydrogen as
a Trojan horse to bolster the interests of the old-energy industries. That’s
not to say that Europe is not engaged in the old energies as well, but its
objective is to quickly wean the continent off of fossil fuels and nuclear
power and move it toward a renewable-based hydrogen economy.

In his opening speech at the EU Conference on the Hydrogen Econ-
omy in June 2003, President Prodi warned that “our current approach to
energy relies overwhelmingly on fossil and nuclear fuels. And this cannot
go on forever.”46 The real issue, observed Prodi, “is whether we have
enough air, land, and sea to dispose of the gaseous, liquid, and solid wastes
from spent fossil and nuclear fuels used to produce energy. The answer is
a clear ‘no.’”47 “The rational solution,” said Prodi, “would be to turn res-
olutely towards renewable energies . . .” with hydrogen as the means to
store them.48 Prodi acknowledged that other countries were moving
toward extracting hydrogen from the old-energy sources but said that he
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wanted to be “clear about what makes the European hydrogen pro-
gramme truly visionary. It is our declared goal of achieving a step-by-step
shift towards a fully integrated hydrogen economy, based on renewable
energy sources, by the middle of the century.”49

When President Prodi announced the European hydrogen initiative,
he said it would be the next critical step in integrating Europe after the in-
troduction of the euro. He likened the effort to the American space pro-
gram in the 1960s and 1970s, whose multiplier effect helped spawn the
high-tech economy of the 1980s and 1990s.

The European game plan is being implemented with a sense of history
in mind. Great Britain became the world’s leading power in the nineteenth
century because it was the first country to harness its vast coal reserves with
steam power. The U.S., in turn, became the world’s pre-eminent power in
the twentieth century because it was the first country to harness its vast oil
reserves with the internal combustion engine. The multiplier effects of
both energy revolutions were extraordinary. The EU is determined to lead
the world into the third great energy revolution of the modern era, with
the hope that it can combine its goal of sustainable development with new
commercial opportunities that fit its new superpower ambitions.

The EU’s commitment to sustainable development and a systems ap-
proach to the application of science and technology is showing up in a di-
verse number of fields and endeavors. Not surprisingly, given its deep
cultural identification with rural life and food, Europe is taking the lead in
the shift to sustainable farming practices and organic food production.
While the U.S. sports a growing organic food sector—it represents the
fastest-growing sector of the food industry—the U.S. government has
done little to encourage organic food production and sustainable agricul-
tural practices. Although the U.S. Department of Agriculture fields a
small organic food research program, it amounts to only $3 million, or
less than .004 percent of its $74 billion budget, hardly a serious effort.
Moreover, while American consumers are increasing their purchases of
organic food, still less than 0.3 percent of total U.S. farmland is currently
in organic production.50

By contrast, many of the member states of the European Union have
made the transition to organic agriculture a critical component of their
economic development plans and have even set benchmarks, just as the
EU did for bringing renewable sources of energy online. Germany, which
has long been the economic engine of Europe and, more often than not,
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the leader in setting new environmental goals for the continent, has an-
nounced its intention to bring 20 percent of German agricultural output
into organic production by 2020. (Organic agricultural output is now 3.2
percent of all farm output in Germany.)51

The Netherlands, Sweden, the U.K., Finland, Norway, Switzerland,
Denmark, France, and Austria also have national programs to promote
the transition to organic food production.52 Denmark and Sweden enjoy
the highest consumption of organic vegetables in Europe, and both coun-
tries project that their domestic markets for organic food will soon reach
or exceed 10 percent of domestic consumption.53

Sweden has set a goal of having 20 percent of its total cultivated farm
area in organic production by 2005. Italy already has 7.2 percent of its
farmland under organic production, while Denmark is close behind with
7 percent.54

The U.K. doubled its organic food production in 2002 and now boasts
the second-highest sales of organic food in Europe, after Germany. Ac-
cording to a recent survey, nearly 80 percent of U.K. households buy or-
ganic food.55 By comparison, only 33 percent of American consumers buy
any organic food.56

The contrast between American and European approaches to the fu-
ture of farming highlights the differences between an older Enlighten-
ment view of science and the new biosphere perspective. As we noted
earlier in the chapter, in the U.S., more than half the agricultural fields are
already given over to the production of genetically modified food crops.
GM food crops, say critics, represent the ultimate expression of the Ba-
conian approach to science, with its emphasis on waging war against na-
ture and creating greater distance between human beings and the natural
world. GM food crops are like tiny warriors in the fields. Armed with
genes to ward off pests and viruses and tolerate large amounts of herbi-
cides, the goal is to keep the forces of nature away—to create, if you will,
islands of artificial order that are impenetrable by the wild.

Organic agriculture is organized along an entirely different set of
principles. The idea is to use an array of agricultural practices to integrate
farm production back into its local environment. The goal is not auton-
omy but, rather, embeddedness. To make that happen, farmers take a
systems approach to agriculture, based on establishing symbiotic and
mutually reinforcing relationships between crops, insects, birds, micro-
organisms, and the soil. Organic farms rely on organic fertilizers rather than
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petrochemical fertilizers, and natural pest controls as opposed to toxic-
producing genes, insecticides, and pesticides. Organic farms treat the soil
as a “living community” and use state-of-the-art technologies to nourish
microbial inhabitants that release, transform, and transfer nutrients, al-
ways with an eye toward working with nature rather than holding it at bay.
Organic farmers also use cover crops and crop rotation as a way of pre-
venting weeds, insects, and disease organisms from inflicting harm on
their fields. They also use various means to attract beneficial insects and
birds to keep pests checked. Organic farmers plant crop strains whose
genomic makeups are compatible with local ecosystem dynamics while
paying close attention to the natural rhythms of recycling. Organic agri-
culture takes a systems approach, bringing together plant pathologists,
entomologists, microbiologists, plant geneticists, breeders, and others to
reconfigure arable land into mini-ecosystems made up of networks of
symbiotic relationships that function together as total communities.

The science of organic agriculture challenges everything we know about
how Enlightenment science ought to function. While we have traditionally
thought of science as a tool to exploit nature’s resources, a new generation
of researchers has in mind a different course—using science to re-establish
environmental relationships and build up natural communities.

The Rights of Animals

The new science doesn’t eliminate reason and utility in its approach to na-
ture, but it makes these values partially conditional on empathy and in-
trinsic value. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the EU’s approach to
our fellow creatures. Mohandas Gandhi once remarked that “the great-
ness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way its ani-
mals are treated.”57 His view is in sharp contrast to René Descartes’s belief
that animals are merely “soulless automata,” resources to be put to work
or consumed, with little regard for their welfare. The plight of the Earth’s
creatures has changed little since. Some say their fate has worsened.
While hard to imagine, our scientists tell us that we are approaching the
absolute end of “the wild” after millions of years of life on Earth. In less
than a century, there will be no wild left, strictly speaking, only parks.

If the thought of loss of the wild is sad to entertain, the mass extinction
of our fellow species is even more disquieting. According to a study con-
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ducted by an international group of scientists and published in the journal
Nature in 2004, 15 to 37 percent of all the remaining plant and animal
species on Earth might be heading toward extinction by 2050. Species are
now going extinct at alarming rates—between one hundred and one thou-
sand times as fast as in the past.58 This time around, it is “man” himself,
not meteorites from outer space or volcanic eruptions, who is responsible
for the mass death. Global warming, say the researchers who carried out the
study, is the primary contributing cause of the increased extinction rates.

While wild animals are seeing the shrinking of their habitats and a
precipitous decline in their numbers, research animals and domestic farm
animals face, perhaps, the grimmest existence of all the creatures on
Earth. Subject to barbaric experiments in research laboratories and raised
under horrific conditions on factory farms, these animals suffer cruel fates.

Now, the European Union and its member countries have embarked
on a series of initiatives designed to create a far more humane environ-
ment for wild animals as well as for animals used in scientific experiments
or raised for human consumption. The new European agenda extends the
idea of universal rights—although tentatively—to our fellow creatures, in
ways that would have been considered inconceivable in public policy just
a decade or two ago.

The advanced industrial countries have long had statutes on the books
protecting animal welfare and providing humane treatment of animals.
Unfortunately, they have been cursory, at best, with little effective en-
forcement. That’s all beginning to change in the EU. The big break-
through in thinking came with the inclusion of two words in a protocol on
animal welfare attached to the Amsterdam Treaty. The EU member states
declared that “to ensure improved protection and respect for the welfare
of animals as sentient beings,” they agreed to “pay full regard to the
welfare requirements of animals.”59 The key words are “sentient beings.”
Never before had any government recognized other creatures as sentient
beings, with feelings and consciousness. Then, in March 2002, the Ger-
man Bundestag shocked the world community by becoming the first par-
liament in the world to guarantee animal rights in its constitution. By an
overwhelming vote of 543 to 15, lawmakers added animals to a clause that
requires the government to respect and protect the dignity of humans.60

The new German law reads: “The state takes responsibility for protecting
the natural foundations of life and animals in the interest of future gener-
ations.”61 The new law will require the German government to weigh an-
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imal rights against other rights for the first time, including the rights to
conduct research and practice religion. (Many religions, for example, use
ritual slaughter in their ceremonies.)

The very idea of extending fundamental rights to animals would be
greeted with bewilderment in American public policy circles. Have Euro-
peans lost their minds? That’s the kind of response one hears, especially
from American researchers and representatives of agribusiness. Yet, strangely
enough, new behavioral research studies conducted by scientists are giv-
ing credence to the idea that animals are indeed sentient beings, deserving
of respect and the protection of their fundamental rights under the law.
Even stranger, much of the new research on animal behavior is sponsored
by companies such as McDonald’s, Burger King, KFC, and other fast-
food purveyors.

Pressured by animal rights activists and by growing public support for
the humane treatment of animals, these companies have financed research
into, among other things, the emotional, mental, and behavioral states of
animals. What the researchers are finding is unsettling. It appears that
many animal species are more like us than we had ever imagined. They
feel pain, suffer, and experience stress, affection, excitement, and even
love. Studies on pigs’ social behavior at Purdue University in the United
States, for example, have found that they crave affection and are easily de-
pressed if isolated or denied playtime with one another. The lack of men-
tal and physical stimuli can result in deterioration of health and increased
incidence of various diseases. The European Union has taken such studies
to heart and outlawed the use of inhumane isolating pig stalls by 2012 and
mandated their replacement with open-air stalls. In Germany, the govern-
ment is encouraging pig farmers to give each pig twenty seconds of human
contact each day and to provide them with two or three toys to prevent
them from fighting with one another.62

The pig study only scratches the surface of what is going on in the ex-
ploding new field of research into animal emotions and cognitive abilities.
Researchers were taken back recently by the publication of an article in
the journal Science that reported on the conceptual abilities of New Cale-
donian crows. In controlled experiments, scientists at Oxford University
reported that two birds named Betty and Abel were given a choice be-
tween using two tools, one a straight wire, the other a hooked wire, to
snag a piece of meat from inside a tube. Both chose the hooked wire. But
then, unexpectedly, Abel, the more dominant male, stole Betty’s hook,
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leaving her with only a straight wire. Unphased, Betty used her beak to
wedge the wire in a crack and then bent it with her beak to produce a
hook, like the one stolen from her. She then snagged the food from inside
the tube. Researchers repeated the experiment ten more times, giving her
just straight wires, and she fashioned a hook out of the wire nine of the
times, demonstrating a sophisticated ability to create tools.

Then there is the story of Alex the African gray parrot, who was able
to master tasks previously thought to be the preserve of human beings.
Alex can identify more than forty objects and seven colors and can add and
separate objects into categories. He is even able to learn abstract concepts
like “same” or “different” and solve problems using information provided
to him.63

Equally impressive is Koko, a 300-pound gorilla who was taught sign
language and has mastered more than one thousand signs and understands
more than two thousand English words. On human IQ tests, she scores
between 70 and 95, putting her in the slow learner—but not retarded—
category.64

Toolmaking and the development of sophisticated language skills are
just two of the many attributes we thought were exclusive to our species.
Self-awareness is another. Philosophers and animal behaviorists have long
argued that other animals are not capable of self-awareness because they
lack a sense of individualism. Not so, according to a spate of new studies.
At the Washington National Zoo, orangutans given mirrors explore parts
of their bodies they can’t see otherwise, showing a sense of self. An orang-
utan named Chantek, who lives at the Atlanta Zoo, showed remarkable
self-awareness. He used a mirror to groom his teeth and adjust his sun-
glasses, says his trainer.65

When it comes to the ultimate test of what distinguishes humans from
the other creatures, scientists have long believed that mourning for the
dead represents the real divide. Other animals have no sense of their mor-
tality and are unable to comprehend the concept of their own death. Not
necessarily so. Animals, it appears, experience grief. Elephants will often
stand next to their dead kin for days, in silence, occasionally touching their
bodies with their trunks. Kenyan biologist Joyce Poole, who has studied
African elephants for twenty-five years, says that elephant behavior
toward their dead “leaves me with little doubt that they experience deep
emotion and have some understanding of death.”66

We also know that virtually all animals play, especially when young.
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Anyone who has ever observed the antics of puppies, cats, and bear cubs
cannot help but notice the similarities in the way they and our own chil-
dren play. Recent studies in the brain chemistry of rats show that when
they play, their brains release large amounts of dopamine, a neurochemi-
cal associated with pleasure and excitement in human beings.

Noting the similarities in brain anatomy and chemistry between hu-
mans and other animals, Steven Siviy, a behavioral scientist at Gettysburg
College in Pennsylvania, asks a question increasingly on the minds of
other researchers: “If you believe in evolution by natural selection, how
can you believe that feelings suddenly appeared, out of the blue, with hu-
man beings?”67

The new findings of researchers are a far cry from the conceptions es-
poused by orthodox science. Until very recently, scientists were still ad-
vancing the idea that most creatures behaved by sheer instinct and that
what appeared to be learned behavior was merely genetically wired activ-
ity. Now we know that geese have to teach their goslings their migration
routes. In fact, we are finding out that learning is passed on from parent to
offspring far more often than not and that most animals engage in all
kinds of learned experience brought on by continued experimentation and
trial-and-error problem-solving.

So what does all of this portend for the way we treat our fellow crea-
tures? What about the thousands of animals subjected each year to painful
laboratory experiments? Or the millions of domestic animals raised under
the most inhumane conditions and destined for slaughter and human con-
sumption? Should we ban leghold traps and discourage the sale and pur-
chase of fur coats? And what about killing animals for sport? Foxhunting
in the English countryside, bullfighting in Spain, cockfighting in Mexico?
What about entertainment? Should wild lions be caged in zoos? Should
elephants be made to perform in circuses?

These questions are beginning to be raised in courtrooms and in leg-
islation around the world. Today, Harvard and twenty-five other law
schools in the United States alone have introduced law courses on animal
rights, and an increasing number of cases representing the rights of ani-
mals are entering the court system.

But it’s in Europe where the campaign on behalf of animals has pro-
gressed the furthest. The House of Commons of the British Parliament
voted overwhelmingly in June 2003 to ban the ancient practice of foxhunt-
ing.68 The bill still faces tough opposition in the House of Lords, whose
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aristocratic members have long regarded the sport as a national pastime of
British royalty. Still, even Queen Elizabeth now has her doubts, according
to observers. The British paper The Mirror reports that the queen has asked
Prince Charles to give up the sport to avoid further adverse publicity in the
media and negative feelings among the general public.69

The growing interest in the plight of animals in the European Union
is the logical outcome of the commitment to sustainable development and
global environmental stewardship. Protecting the biosphere means look-
ing after all the other creatures who sojourn with us here on Earth. And,
if all the networks of living communities that make up our common bios-
phere are indeed connected and embedded in myriad symbiotic relation-
ships, then harm to any particular species is likely to have negative
repercussions for other species, including human beings. Certainly that
has been the case when it comes to the humane treatment of farm animals.
For example, BSE in cattle occurred because farmers fed cattle remnants
to cattle, to save costs. Feeding cattle back to cattle—a form of cattle
cannibalism—precipitated the brain-wasting disease. Ultimately, human
beings who ate contaminated beef died of Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease.

The best current example of the dictum that what’s harmful to the other
animals is harmful to us is the overuse of antibiotics. Because cattle, pigs,
chickens, and other farm animals are kept in close containment facilities on
factory farms, the stress weakens their immune systems, making them more
prone to disease. The diseases, in turn, spread quickly among cramped
herds and flocks. The result is that more antibiotics are required. The in-
crease in antibiotics leads to the buildup of more resistant strains of bacte-
ria, making existing antibiotics less effective in treatment. Today, our species
faces what health officials call a grave health danger because our current anti-
biotics are less effective in stamping out deadly bacteria. There are now new
bacteria strains that are resistant to virtually all of the known antibiotics on
the market, raising the very real danger of spreading global pandemics.

The notion of the connectivity and embeddedness of all of life, then,
is becoming powerfully clear when it comes to the spread of diseases from
animals to humans. Much of the new EU animal-protection legislation is
intended to create a virtuous cycle between animals and humans, with the
understanding that if animals suffer from ill health at our hands, the
health effects can and often do come back to haunt us as well.

Consider, for example, the case of poultry. The vast majority of the
world’s 4,700 million egg-laying hens are kept in tiny battery cages so
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small that they are unable to even flap their wings, let alone make room
for a nest for their eggs.70 The spaces are so cramped that the birds’ bones
become brittle and often snap with the slightest disturbance. The inhu-
mane treatment of hens in factory farms causes periodic outbreaks of
salmonella and campylobacter jejuni in eggs and poultry and outbreaks
of food poisoning among humans. The European Union, which is the
world’s second-largest egg producer, after China, has agreed to ban bat-
tery cages by 2012.71 The United States government has yet to pass simi-
lar legislation, and the prospects are dim that it ever will.

Perhaps no area of animal protection elicits more heated debate than
animal experimentation for medical research. That is because in the minds
of scientists and much of the public, the issue often becomes one of the
rights of animals versus the rights of human beings. Medical researchers
argue that if they are unable to test new drugs or surgical procedures on
animals, it could mean that cures for serious human diseases won’t be
found in time and that lives will be needlessly lost. Animal-rights activists
counter that far more animals are sacrificed than necessary in these exper-
iments and that little is often gained in attempting to extrapolate from
clinical studies in animals and then apply the results to humans. And even
if some testing of animals does result in medical breakthroughs, it doesn’t
justify sacrificing, for example, the chimpanzee’s life for a human life. Be-
sides, alternatives to animal testing now exist, especially with sophisticated
computer modeling—making the barbaric practices both antiquated and
unnecessary.

The European Union has become the first government to issue a di-
rective to state “that efforts must be undertaken to replace animal experi-
ments with alternative methods.”72 Where alternative models are not
available, the European Commission directs researchers to choose “be-
tween experiments, those which use the minimal number of animals, in-
volve animals with the lowest degree of neurophysiological sensitivity,
cause the least pain, suffering, distress or lasting harm and which are the
most likely to provide satisfactory results.”73 The commission even sug-
gests that a benchmark and timetable be set for replacing 50 percent of the
animal experiments with alternative models.74 While the benchmarking
has not yet been accepted, its mere proposal puts the EU far ahead of pub-
lic policy consciousness on the matter in the United States.

The European Union has already agreed to ban the testing of animals
for cosmetic products, something American animal-rights activists have
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sought for years to no avail. The EU ban not only covers animal testing
within member states but also prohibits the sale of cosmetic products in
the EU that have been tested on animals, including those coming from
outside the Union.75

These bold undertakings designed to advance the interests of our fel-
low creatures and establish a more balanced ecology between humans and
animals have not come without costs. The European Union worries that
its progressive policies on animals are putting it at a disadvantage with
countries whose animal-protection laws are weak or virtually nonexistent.
For example, the EU estimates that the cost of eliminating individual sow
stalls is 0.006 to 0.02 euros per kilogram of pig carcass. In egg production,
creating more space for hens is expected to increase costs by 16 percent in
2012.76 To meet this challenge, the EU is taking its case for animal pro-
tection and animal rights to its trading partners, with the hope that bilat-
eral efforts will help promote similar animal-welfare reforms in other
countries. The EU is also actively pursuing labeling so that consumers can
be informed of humane practices. Egg labeling has already been enacted.

In a communiqué issued in November 2002, the European Commis-
sion made clear that the focus of the EU agricultural policy is increasingly
on “quality rather than quantity.”77 For the EU, a “quality approach”
means thinking about how best to optimize the entire network of relations
that comprise the food system. The commission defines the quality con-
cept as one that “embraces a range of priorities including improved food
safety, environmental protection, rural development, the preservation of
the landscape and animal welfare.”78 The U.S. has no sequel in public pol-
icy to this kind of broad systems approach that looks at integrating all of
these spheres in a single network of mutual interests.

The extension of human empathy to a consideration of the integrity of
our fellow creatures marks a watershed event in human governance. If all
beings are truly connected in an indivisible web of life, tucked inside the
biospheric envelope, then recognizing and safeguarding those relation-
ships is essential to realizing a new, more holistic scientific vision, as well
as to promoting sustainable development and a truly global consciousness.
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Reuniting Ecosystems

Nowhere is this new understanding of nature as an indivisible web of life
more in evidence than in the promotion of “transborder peace parks,” a
radical new concept that is fast gaining currency around the world, but es-
pecially in Europe. The idea is to establish trans-frontier conservation
areas to reconnect natural ecosystems formerly severed by nation-state
borders. The logic behind these transboundary protected areas was elo-
quently stated by Dr. Z. Pallo Jordan, then South African minister of En-
vironmental Affairs and Tourism, in an opening address at the meeting on
Transboundary Protected Areas in Cape Town, South Africa, in 1997. Jor-
dan observed that

the rivers of Southern Africa are shared by more than one country.
Our mountain ranges do not end abruptly because some 19th cen-
tury politician drew a line on a map. The winds, the oceans, the rain
and atmospheric currents do not recognize political frontiers. The
earth’s environment is the common property of all humanity and
creation, and what takes place in one country affects not only its
neighbors, but many others well beyond its borders.79

Transboundary protected areas are first and foremost designed to secure
the integrity of regional ecosystems and preserve biodiversity and natural
habitats. They also serve two other related functions: to preserve cultural
resources and values, especially of transboundary people, and to promote
peace among countries. Europe boasts the largest number of transborder
parks, some forty-five in all, followed by Africa, with thirty-four transna-
tional parks. There are currently one hundred and fifty-eight such parks
around the world, and their numbers have grown rapidly each year.80

The notion of setting aside valued natural environments and estab-
lishing parks is not a new idea. Kings and lords often cordoned off areas as
special game preserves to be used exclusively for hunting by members of
the royal family.

The modern notion of national parks was inaugurated on March 1, 1872,
when the U.S. government declared the Yellowstone area of Wyoming a
“public park and pleasuring ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the
people.”81 The national-park movement spread throughout the world in
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the ensuing century. Where formerly countries saw the environment as a
force to tame and harness for productive economic value, the national-
park idea introduced the concept of the intrinsic value of nature as some-
thing worth preserving, unspoiled, for the aesthetic enjoyment of people.
It was only later that national parks were viewed also as a way of conserv-
ing natural ecosystems in order to enhance the proper functioning of the
Earth’s life-support systems. The Amazon park system is a good example
of this second rationale.

The idea of transborder parks is even more radical in concept and design.
Recall that the early science of the Enlightenment was dedicated to enclos-
ing nature and transforming it into private property negotiable in the mar-
ketplace and protected inside nation-state boundaries. Nature as resource
has been the dominant theme of science for the past several centuries.

Transborder peace parks are an acknowledgment by governments that
nature’s boundaries eclipse state boundaries—that they exist a priori over
any political border and deserve to be reconnected and maintained as in-
tegral systems. Europe has taken the lead in advancing transborder parks,
although African nations have made significant strides of their own. The
idea that natural ecosystems are to be reunited and that governments have
the responsibility to work together to create a transnational space for
managing them would have been unthinkable just a few years ago. Again,
as we’ve seen in the case of extending universal human rights, there is a
growing awareness in Europe, and elsewhere, that national boundaries are
no longer the endgame when it comes to managing both human affairs
and our relationship to the natural world.

Transborder peace parks are managed cooperatively by the countries
involved. The objectives include

supporting long-term co-operative conservation of biodiversity,
ecosystem services, and natural and cultural values across bound-
aries; promoting landscape-level ecosystem management through
integrated bioregional land-use planning and management; building
trust, understanding, reconciliation and co-operation between and
among countries, communities, agencies and other stakeholders;
preventing and/or resolving tension, including over access to natural
resources; promoting access to, and equitable and sustainable use of
natural resources, consistent with national sovereignty; and enhanc-
ing the benefits of conservation.82
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The recognition that natural ecosystems need to be managed as inte-
gral wholes, and not severed into bits and pieces to conform to arbitrary
political boundaries, is a reflection of the extent to which systems analysis
has gained a foothold in scientific thinking and public policy. Only by re-
connecting the deep network of relationships that allow natural ecosys-
tems to function appropriately can natural environments be preserved in
any meaningful way. For example, a large contiguous and unrestricted
area is often essential in order to maintain the minimum viable population
of specific species—especially large carnivores. Where flora and fauna ex-
ist across a political boundary, it is easier to manage their populations and
ensure their survival if done cooperatively and jointly. Likewise, research
agendas are easier to carry out if knowledge and expertise can be shared
between countries. Transborder parks are often managed by a network of
interested parties, including states, localities, and regions as well as scien-
tists, CSOs, and the private sector.

Italy and France established a transborder park in 1992 to better pro-
tect the migratory range of the ibex. The wild goats use a summer range
in France and spend winters in Italy. The Italians established the Grand
Paradiso National Park in 1922, primarily to protect the ibex. Since the
ibex was protected only in the winter in Italy, the French finally made the
decision to create the Vanoise National Park to ensure a seamless pro-
tected zone for the ibex throughout its migratory range. A formal agree-
ment between the two parks to twin came in 1972, leading to an expansion
of their common boundary from six to fourteen kilometers. Now the ibex
is protected year-round in a transborder park.83

Poland and Slovakia created a transnational park along their border. The
park creates a seamless region in the Tatra Mountains, the highest point in
the Carpathian mountain range. The region is rich in biodiversity and in-
cludes karst limestone and dolomite scenery, alpine meadows, and temperate
forests, lakes, and rocky peaks, and is the home of many endemic or relic
species such as the Tatra subspecies of the chamois deer, the marmot, and
bear and lynx populations. A number of glacial relic fish also inhabit moun-
tain lakes in the region. The park has become a major tourist destination,
with more than eight million people visiting the area each year.84

The potential of transborder parks to play a peace role while carrying
out an environmental mission is brought home in the case of two national
parks that bridge the borders between Poland and Belarus. It turns out that
the Bialowieza National Park in Poland and the Belovezhskaya Pushcha
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National Park just across the border in Belarus together encompass the last
remaining primeval forest in all of Europe. The forest dividing the two
countries is also the home of the last remaining herds of rare European bi-
son, the largest land animal on the continent. The creature once roamed all
of Europe like its North American counterpart. Now, the five hundred or
so remaining animals are separated from one another by an eight-foot-
high metal fence. In addition, a thirty-foot-wide security road patrolled by
guards cuts through the forest where the bison roam. The fence is a relic of
the Soviet era and was constructed to keep Polish dissidents from entering
Belarus. Today, the fence still keeps people from enjoying full access to
both parks and bison from freely crossing through the forest.

Conservationists and peace activists have been actively pursuing the
idea of creating a transborder peace park as a way to lessen tensions along
the border between the two countries and create a common ground for
cooperation in managing their shared ecosystems, with the hope that such
cooperation might expand to include greater political, cultural, and com-
mercial exchanges. Cross-border cooperation is slowly increasing be-
tween the two countries, but they are a long way from creating a formal
structure that will make the park management truly seamless. Recently,
when Belarus needed bison, Poland provided them, and when the Poles
needed rare pines, the Belarusians gave them trees. Still, not until the
fence comes down and the bison can roam freely through the primeval
forest will the ecosystem be on its way to being truly reconnected.85

Reuniting ecosystems is a revolutionary idea, especially when it means
placing nature’s boundaries above national boundaries. Transborder peace
parks also challenge still another fundamental assumption of the modern
era—the sanctity of private property. With peace parks, “mine vs. thine” is
replaced with the notion of “ours.” Ownership of nature becomes less im-
portant than access to it. The utility value of nature is no longer the only
measure of its worth. Rather, its intrinsic value comes to the fore and be-
comes of equal worth. With the reintroduction of intrinsic value, humanity
gives credence to the notion that nature, too, has a right to exist and be rec-
ognized just like every human being. Transborder peace parks extend the
notion of universal human rights to include the rights of the rest of nature.

IT’S TOO EARLY to say for sure whether Europe is leading the world
into a second Enlightenment. Certainly its multilateral agreements, its in-
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ternal treaties and directives, and its bold cutting-edge initiatives suggest
a radical re-evaluation in the way science and technology are approached
and executed. The increased reliance on the precautionary principle and
systems thinking puts Europe out in front of the United States and other
countries in re-envisioning science and technology issues in a globally
connected world. Still, a word of caution is in order. The old power-
driven Enlightenment science remains the dominant approach in the re-
search, development, and market introduction of most new technologies,
products, and services in Europe, America, and elsewhere in the world.
Whether the EU government can effectively apply new-science thinking
in its regulatory regime to old-science commercial applications in the
marketplace remains to be seen. In the long run, a successful transition to
a new scientific era will depend on whether industry itself can begin to
internalize the precautionary principle and systems thinking into its R&D
plans, creating new technologies, products, and services that are, from the
get-go, ecologically sensitive and sustainable.
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16
Universalizing the
European Dream

EUROPE HAS BECOME the new “city upon a hill.” The world is
looking to this grand new experiment in transnational gover-
nance, hoping it might provide some much needed guidance on

where humanity ought to be heading in a globalizing world. The Euro-
pean Dream, with its emphasis on inclusivity, diversity, quality of life, sus-
tainability, deep play, universal human rights and the rights of nature, and
peace is increasingly attractive to a generation anxious to be globally con-
nected and at the same time locally embedded.

Although it’s too early to tell exactly how successful the “United
States” of Europe will ultimately prove to be, what I think is sure is that in
an era where space and time are quickly being annihilated and identities
are becoming multilayered and global in scale, no nation will be able to go
it alone twenty-five years from now. European states are the first to un-
derstand and act upon the emerging realities of a globally interdependent
world. Others will follow.

Exporting the EU Model

Steps are being taken in various regions of the world to establish free-
trade zones and cross-border political alliances. The North American
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Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Mercorsur in South America, and the
Organization of African States (OAS) are all attempting to create the be-
ginning of a transnational political model to harmonize their markets and
gain some global advantage in developing regional economies of scale.

NAFTA is least likely among the experiments to develop into a full-
fledged political union, at least along the EU lines. The United States is
so much more powerful than its two trading partners, Canada and Mex-
ico, that it would be impossible to create anything remotely resembling a
partnership among relatively equal players. The U.S. GDP is nearly eight
times the size of Canada’s and Mexico’s combined GDP.1 The only way to
imagine a regional political union even occurring would be if both Canada
and Mexico were to become the fifty-first and fifty-second states, which,
though far-fetched, is not entirely impossible. Even though Canadian sen-
sibilities are far more closely aligned with Europe than with the U.S., the
economic necessities of a regionalizing world may force Canada to in-
creasingly give up its sovereignty and become an extension of the U.S.
There is also the possibility that Canada might eventually join the Euro-
pean Union. After all, Hawaii and Alaska joined the United States of
America even though they are not part of the country’s contiguous geog-
raphy. Mexico, although far poorer than the U.S.—it ranks as the world’s
tenth economic power—could potentially be absorbed into the United
States as Mexican immigration over the next half century transforms a
large portion of America into a Hispanic cultural diaspora, further blur-
ring the lines between the two countries.2

But the absorption of Canada and Mexico into the United States, cre-
ating, in effect, a superstate, would only make the U.S. more of an oddity
in a globalized world where other nations are pooling or giving up much
of their sovereignty and becoming part of transnational regional political
organizations. What’s more likely to happen is that the three countries of
North America will move closer toward a free-trade zone but fall short of
creating either a superstate or a transnational political space.

China and India face even greater obstacles in a world where the
nation-state model is less able to accommodate global commercial and
cultural forces. The very idea that either of these two nation-states could
effectively contain and manage more than a billion people, each under the
aegis of a singular national identity, is hard to comprehend in a world
where crosscutting identities and loyalties are pushing people into more
flexible networks of convenience. Chances are that both India and China
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will at least partially deconstruct into more semiautonomous local regions
and that these regions will establish their own trans-regional and global
commercial and political networks. Both nation-states could simply disap-
pear altogether under the weight of fractionalization, leaving their respec-
tive regions the tasks of reconstituting themselves into transnational
political unions, more along the European Union lines.

The most likely candidate region to follow on the heels of the Euro-
pean Union is the East Asian community, with or without China’s partic-
ipation. The region has been flirting with the idea of an Asian version of
the European Union for more than thirty-five years. In 1967, Indonesia,
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand established the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) with the objective of fur-
thering economic and social cooperation in the region and providing a
measure of collective security from outside interference.

In 1976, the countries that make up ASEAN signed the Declaration of
ASEAN Accord, which committed the member states to “the early estab-
lishment of the Zone of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality.”3 The parties
agreed to “noninterference in the internal affairs of one another” and pro-
vided for the creation of a ministerial high council to mediate disputes be-
tween member states and recommend measures to resolve conflicts.

Brunei Darussalam joined ASEAN in 1984, followed by Vietnam in
1995. Laos and Myanmar joined the association in 1997, and Cambodia
in 1999, bringing all ten Southeast Asian countries under the ASEAN
umbrella.4

In 1998, the ten member countries of ASEAN joined with the re-
publics of Korea, Japan, and China to form the East Asian Vision Group
(EAVG). In 2001, EAVG issued a report entitled “Towards an East Asian
Community: Region of Peace, Prosperity and Progress.” The vision group
made a number of recommendations that, if carried out, would pave the
way toward an Asian version of the European Union. The key proposals
fall into six categories: economic cooperation; financial cooperation; po-
litical and security cooperation; environmental cooperation; social and
cultural cooperation; and institutional cooperation.

The authors of the report called for establishing the East Asia Free
Trade Area (EAFTA): promoting development and technological cooper-
ation among the signatory countries; realizing a knowledge-based econ-
omy across the region; establishing and strengthening mechanisms for
addressing threats to peace in the region; broadening political coopera-
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tion with respect to national governing issues; amplifying the East Asian
voice in international affairs; institutionalizing multilateral environmental
cooperation within the region and on a global level; establishing poverty
alleviation programs; adopting programs to provide greater access to ba-
sic health-care services; implementing a comprehensive human resource
development program focusing on improvement of basic education, skills
training, and corporate building; promoting regional identity and con-
sciousness; and cooperating on projects in the conservation and promo-
tion of East Asian arts and culture.5

The report noted that “in the past, political rivalries, historical ani-
mosities, cultural differences and ideological confrontations posed barri-
ers to cooperation among East Asian nations.”6 On the other hand, the
report also observed that “East Asian nations share geographical proxim-
ity, many common historical experiences, and similar cultural norms and
values.”7 The report’s authors said they envision “the progressive integra-
tion of the East Asian economy, ultimately leading to an East Asian eco-
nomic community.”8

An East Asian economic community would be a formidable economic
and political force on the world stage. The combined land area of East Asia
(including China, Korea, and Japan) is 50 percent larger than the United
States. Its GDP would approach the European Union’s and the United States’.
The volume of East Asian trade is already larger than that of the United
States, but only 40 percent of the EU’s.9 With a population of two billion,
it would represent one-third of the human race.

China is the wild card in any attempt to forge an Asian union. Because
of its sheer size, China might simply try to dominate and intimidate its
neighbors, forcing them to submit to its suzerainty as it has so frequently
done in the past. The formation of an East Asian economic community
with the potential inclusion of Japan and South Korea could serve as a
counterweight to Chinese hegemony in the region.

How serious is the possibility that the member states of the Southeast
Asian nations might forge an Asian version of the European Union, with
or without the participation of Japan, South Korea, and China? The Asian
Development Bank, for one, thinks that the prospect is likely enough that
it prepared and published a report, in 2002, on the costs and benefits of a
common currency for ASEAN. The report concluded that “although the
constraints on the adoption of the common currency by ASEAN are for-
midable, the long-run goal of a common currency for the region may be
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worth considering seriously, especially because, judged by the criterion of
an optimum currency area, the region is as suitable for the adoption of a
common currency as Europe was prior to the Maastricht Treaty.”10

As of late 2003, ASEAN found itself at a historic juncture. Already
well along the way toward creating an East Asia Free Trade Area, the
member countries have now embarked on a serious discussion around the
prospect of creating an ASEAN economic community, similar to the EU,
by 2020.11 A full-fledged common market would mean a free flow of trade
in the region as well as free mobility of labor and capital. Closer political
cooperation and a pooling of national sovereignty interests within a larger
transnational union are likely to follow suit.

No one doubts the commercial advantages of Asian countries pooling
their economic interests. The question remains whether there is enough of
a common bond beyond pure pecuniary interests to suggest that a more in-
tegrated political partnership is doable and viable in the long run. For all of
the conflicts between nationalities and governments in Europe over the
course of the past two millennia, there is at least some common philosoph-
ical, theological, and cultural bonds that Europeans share, including Greek
science, Roman law, Christianity, the Renaissance and Reformation, En-
lightenment science, and the first and second industrial revolutions.

In the fall of 2003, I attended a gathering in Seoul, South Korea, of
government ministers and business leaders, academics, and CSOs from
across Asia, on the subject of how best to create an Asian union similar to
the European Union. The sponsoring organization, the East Asian Com-
mon Space, has been one of the key players in advancing the idea of a
transnational governing body for Asia. I put the question of community to
some of the members of the association’s executive committee. Koji Kaki-
zawa, the former minister for foreign affairs for Japan, pointed out that
the historical influence of Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism in East
Asia provided a common philosophical, theological, and cultural context
for uniting Asian people and that, in many ways, Asians were even better
prepared than Europeans to advance the European Dream of inclusivity,
diversity, sustainability, quality of life, deep play, and peace because of
their shared worldview.

Richard E. Nisbett has written an insightful book on the topic of
“how Asians and Westerners think differently,” entitled The Geography of
Thought. His account of the Asian mind gives credence to the idea that
Asian peoples and countries might be even better suited than Europeans
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to create network governance, a transnational space, and a global con-
sciousness.

Nisbett points out that the Western mind sees the world more as ob-
jects in isolation, while the Eastern mind views the world more as rela-
tionships that exist within an overall context. The Western mind puts a
premium on the individual, the Eastern mind on the group. In the East,
individual identity is inseparable from the group relations of which one is
a part. In Confucian thought, writes philosopher Henry Rosemount,
“There can be no me in isolation, to be considered abstractly: I am the to-
tality of roles I live in relation to specific others. . . . Taken collectively,
they weave, for each of us, a unique pattern of personal identity, such that
if some of my roles change, the others will of necessity change also, liter-
ally making me a different person.”12

The Eastern mind is also conditioned to appreciate a world full of
contradictions. The Western mind, and especially the American mind, is
quite different. We tend to see the world more in rational terms and act
to resolve or overcome contradictions, believing them to be impediments to
pure knowledge and progress. The Eastern mind, notes Nisbett, takes
the view that “to understand and appreciate one state of affairs requires the
experience of its opposite.”13 The whole, in this schema, lies in the rela-
tionship that exists between opposite forces. Together they complete each
other.

Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism all concentrate on the whole
rather than the parts—what we in the West call a systems approach. “All
three orientations,” says Nisbett, share “concerns about harmony, holism,
and the mutual influence of everything on almost everything else.”14 The
idea that every event is related to every other event makes the Asian mind
more interested in the relationships between phenomena rather than the
phenomena in isolation.

The constant attention to relationships also makes Asians more sen-
sitive to the feelings of others, according to Nisbett. American parents
concentrate on objects and prepare their kids to think in terms of expro-
priation, acquisition, and property relations—a “mine vs. thine” mental-
ity. Asian parents spend far more time with their kids focusing on feelings
and social relations, to help children “anticipate the reactions of other
people with whom they will have to coordinate their behavior.”15

It’s not surprising, given their more holistic orientation, that Asians
emphasize harmony of humans and nature. While Enlightenment science

U N I V E R S A L I Z I N G  T H E  E U R O P E A N  D R E A M 3 6 3

379



is based on the idea of remaking nature to suit man’s image, the Eastern
way, says political scientist Mushakaji Kinhide, “rejects the idea that man
can manipulate the environment and assumes instead that he adjusts him-
self to it.”16 In practice, Asian peoples have become as adept as Westerners
at manipulating and despoiling the environment for short-term commer-
cial ends. The difference, however, is that whereas in the West, the ex-
ploitation of nature is part and parcel of the Enlightenment worldview, in
the East, current environmentally harmful policies are, at least, at odds
with the traditional Asian notion of humanity’s harmonious relationship to
the natural world.

Given their preoccupation with relationships, Asians are understand-
ably less interested in discovering the truth than in knowing “the way.” It’s
knowing how to relate to “the other,” not how to acquire “the other,” that’s
ultimately important. If “the way” seems suspiciously close to White-
headian process philosophy, it is.

Because of their emphasis on harmonious relationships and the good
of the whole, Asians are more likely to emphasize the success of the group
rather than the self-interest of the individual. Indeed, in Chinese, Nisbett
reminds us, “there is no word for ‘individualism.’ The closest one can
come is the word for ‘selfishness.’”17

Try to imagine the Asian mind grasping hold of the essentials of the
American Dream, with its emphasis on individuality, self-advancement,
autonomy, and exclusivity. Nisbett sums up the difference between an
Asian frame of mind and a Western frame of mind this way:

East Asians live in an interdependent world in which the self is part
of a larger whole; Westerners live in a world in which the self is a
unitary free agent. Easterners value success and achievement in good
part because they reflect well on the groups they belong to; West-
erners value these things because they are badges of personal merit.18

The Asian frame of mind, at first glance, seems tailor-made for a net-
work world and a globalizing society, with its focus on relationships, in-
clusivity, consensus, harmony, and contextual thinking. To a good extent,
this common mindset is likely to serve Asian societies well in a quest to
create a transnational political space in an increasingly interconnected and
interdependent world. On the other hand, and this may just be my West-
ern bias, what’s lacking from the Asian frame is sufficient individual dif-
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ferentiation to make each person feel a sense of deep personal responsibil-
ity for making his or her own way in the new world. The Asian way
doesn’t always allow the individual to flower. If the self isn’t completely
sacrificed for the whole, at least its full potential is often muted in the in-
terest of advancing the welfare of the collective. If the American mindset
is too individualistic and Darwinian, the Asian mindset might be equally
criticized for being too oriented toward “group think.” Neither mentality
alone is ideally suited for a connected world. New technologies are so de-
centralized and democratized but at the same time so globally connective
that they foster both extreme individuation and extreme integration
concurrently. Creating a new vision of humanity that can bring together
these two seemingly contradictory forces into a new synthetic relation-
ship is the key to making the coming era a transformative period in human
history.

My personal belief is that Europe is best positioned between the ex-
treme individuation of America and the extreme collectivism of Asia to
lead the way into the new age. European sensibility makes room for both
the individual spirit and collective responsibility. To the extent that the
European vision can incorporate the best qualities of the American and
Asian ways of looking at the world, its dream will become an ideal for both
West and East to aspire to.

Cold Evil and Universal Ethics

Creating a global consciousness presupposes an integrated persona that is
capable of combining both individual free will and a collective sense of re-
sponsibility on a planetary playing field. Accepting another individual’s
humanity is a deeply personal act. It requires each individual to recognize
“the other.” While a group can help condition individual behavior and
predispose its members to be empathetic, the feeling itself has to emanate
from the individual, not the group. Where the collective responsibility
comes in is in guaranteeing universal human rights and establishing codes
of conduct and rules of enforcement to ensure compliance and punish
wrongdoers.

How, then, does the European Dream become a truly universal dream?
It would have to incorporate a new code of behavior that allows the indi-
vidual to fully comprehend how his or her own very personal behavior and
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choices ripple out and affect the rest of the world. Universal human rights
will succeed only if personal morality and ethics are universalized as well.

The European Dream has begun to advance the cause of universal
morality, but only very tentatively. In a post-modern world where meta-
narratives are treated with suspicion, any talk of universal morality is likely
to be regarded with nervous dread. Post-modernism, after all, is a reaction
to the Enlightenment idea that “one container fits all,” whether that con-
tainer be a specific theology or ideology. But aren’t universal human rights
a meta-narrative? The term “universal” before human rights certainly
suggests so. Rights can’t exist without codes of conduct to go along with
them. So if rights are universal, so, too, must there be a universal code of
morality to accompany them.

The problem with our current notions of morality, at least in the
West, is that they are too linear and localized to condition behavior whose
effects are often far removed, far-reaching, and systemic in nature. West-
ern morality is derived from the Ten Commandments. Judaism, Chris-
tianity, and Islam all ascribe to what we might call a morality based on
intimate, verifiable, causal harm. Murder, robbery, bearing false witness,
and adultery are easily identifiable acts perpetrated by one person or
group against another. These kinds of acts are relatively easy to attach re-
sponsibility to. They are what we might refer to as examples of “hot evil.”

But, in an increasingly globalized society of ever more dense connec-
tions, where everyone’s behavior affects everyone else, there is a new kind
of morality, what one might call “cold evil.” (The term can be used in ei-
ther a religious or secular sense to convey the idea of immoral behavior.)
Cold evil is actions whose effects are so far removed from the behavior
that caused them that no causal relationship is suspected, no sense of guilt
or wrongdoing is felt, and no collective responsibility is exercised to pun-
ish the errant behavior.

For example, millions of Americans drive sport-utility vehicles (SUVs).
These vehicles, in turn, burn far more gasoline per mile driven than other
cars and therefore discharge more carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, in-
creasing the risk of global warming. While an educated elite is aware of
the relationship between SUV use and global warming, the vast majority
of Americans either don’t know or don’t care. Even though they might see
a television news story attributing record rainfall, coastal flooding, and
lost lives and property to the effects of global warming, it is unlikely they
would associate their use of an SUV with the misfortunes unfolding
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somewhere else. And even if they did suspect some kind of causal rela-
tionship, it’s unlikely they would feel the same level of remorse and guilt
as they would if, say, they were driving their SUV recklessly in a heavy
rainstorm in some coastal region and smashed into another car, killing
both its driver and passengers.

Or take another example. Millions of European and American young-
sters wear designer athletic shoes from brand-name companies like Nike,
not suspecting that the shoes might have been manufactured in a sweat-
shop in Vietnam where child labor is exploited under the most draconian
working conditions. If they were told about such conditions, would they
likely still buy the shoes, knowing they would be contributing to the mis-
fortune of exploited children halfway around the world?

Millions of well-to-do consumers in advanced industrial countries en-
joy a diet rich in meat consumption, never suspecting a relationship be-
tween their food choices and increased poverty in the third world. Today,
36 percent of the grain grown in the world is fed to livestock. In the de-
veloping world, the share of grain grown for animal consumption has
tripled since 1950 and now exceeds 21 percent of the total grain produced.
In Mexico, 45 percent of the grain is livestock feed, in Egypt it’s 31 per-
cent, in Thailand 30 percent, and in China 26 percent.19 Tragically, 80
percent of the world’s hungry children live in countries with an actual food
surplus, much of which is in the form of feed given to animals who, in
turn, will be consumed by only the well-to-do consumers of the world. It’s
important to bear in mind that an acre of cereal produces two to ten times
more protein than an acre devoted to meat production; legumes (beans,
peas, lentils) can produce ten to twenty times more protein; and leafy veg-
etables, fifteen times more protein.20

The human consequences of the transition from food to feed grain
were dramatically illustrated in 1984 in Ethiopia, when thousands of
people were dying each day from famine. The public was unaware that, at
the very time, Ethiopia was using some of its best agricultural land to pro-
duce linseed cake, cottonseed cake, and rapeseed meal for export to Euro-
pean countries to be used as feed for livestock.

The irony of the present food-production system is that millions of
wealthy consumers in the first world are increasingly dying from diseases
of affluence—heart attacks, strokes, diabetes, and cancer—brought on by
gorging on fatty grain-fed beef and other meats, while the poor in the
third world are dying of diseases of poverty brought on by being denied
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access to land to grow food grain for their families. More than twenty mil-
lion people die each year around the world from hunger-related diseases.

Few people in Europe, America, and Japan know anything about the
relationship between food, feed, and hunger in the world. But if they did,
would they feel morally compelled to eat lower on the global food chain
with a more vegetable-oriented diet so that more agricultural land could
be freed up to raise food grain rather than feed grain?

If we were to hear about our next-door neighbors’ starving their chil-
dren, we would be morally outraged. Law enforcement would arrest the
parents for child neglect and abuse. That’s hot evil. But could we muster
up the same sense of moral outrage or feel as morally culpable if we knew
that our dietary choices were contributing, at least in part, to maintaining
an elite global food chain at the expense of the poor, resulting in starvation
and death for millions of people throughout the world? In other words,
would cold evil move us to act with the same moral passion and ardor as
hot evil?

Recently, a broad coalition of religious groups in the United States
launched a public-education campaign decrying America’s profligate use of
gasoline, and targeted SUV owners. The campaign literature asked provoca-
tively, “What Would Jesus Drive?” One of the religious sponsors accused
Chevrolet and other car manufacturers of “encouraging people to buy auto-
mobiles which are poisoning God’s creation.”21 Another religious spokesman
asked, “How can I love my neighbor as myself if I’m filling their lungs with
pollution?”22 The campaign touched a raw nerve. Other religious leaders
and political commentators rushed to the defense of the auto industry. One
irate respondent even suggested that “Jesus would drive a Hummer.”23 This
exercise in the ethics of cold evil drew an angry response. It’s one thing to talk
abstractly about the global-warming crisis. It’s quite another to suggest that
millions of owners of SUVs might be morally culpable.

A similar campaign waged by social activists and trade unionists to
boycott the products of Nike and other shoe companies whose subcon-
tractors in Asia were exploiting child labor drew mixed responses. While
some college students in the U.S. and Europe stopped buying the Nike
brand, most consumers continued to remain loyal to Nike, showing little
interest in the fuss around child labor exploitation in Nike’s subcontract-
ing factories.

Campaigns waged against the fast-food hamburger chains have met
with similar mixed reviews.
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Still, what’s important to point out is that these kinds of moral cam-
paigns to address the systemic results of destructive human behavior are
new on the world scene. It’s going to take time to create a felt morality based
on systems thinking. Europeans seem slightly ahead of the game in this re-
gard. Even so, we are a long way off from the day when cold evil is treated
with the same sense of personal and public moral urgency as hot evil.

For hundreds of millions, even billions, of human beings to internal-
ize and act upon a systems approach to moral behavior, it is probably go-
ing to require more dramatic and even catastrophic events being visited
upon the world. There are a number of scenarios by which I could imag-
ine our species coming to grips with cold evil and adopting a systems-
based morality. Violent weather changes induced by global warming, the
spread of deadly new bacteria and viruses resulting from inhumane
animal-husbandry practices and factory farming, terrorist attacks using
chemical and even biological and nuclear weapons of mass destruction,
more prolonged power blackouts around the world brought on by global
energy shortages, massive starvation, and a global depression all could
hasten a new systems approach to morality and ethics. But it’s just as likely
that terrible events of this magnitude could lead to retrenchment, xeno-
phobia, a breakdown of personal and public morality, and a lashing out at
scapegoats of all kinds.

The nature of the human response will depend on whether the in-
creasingly harmful systemic effects of the activity create a sense of shared
vulnerability and responsibility for one another and the Earth or whether
the fear generated by catastrophic activity creates a siege mentality and a
feeling that everyone better fend for him- or herself in a war of survival.
The latter approach would only exacerbate the systemic evil by creating a
continuous positive feedback effect, with potentially devastating conse-
quences for humanity and the world.

These, then, are the questions: How do we create a new moral bridge
between “the self” and “the other” that is expansive enough and encom-
passing enough to be global in scale and universal in outlook? Can we es-
tablish a systemic approach to ethics that allows us to identify cold evil in
all of its various guises? Equally important, can we learn to exercise the
Golden Rule on a much broader playing field that includes not only our
immediate relations with our neighbors but also the totality of relation-
ships that make up the larger planetary community in which we are all
embedded? . . . A tall order, but that’s why we call it global consciousness.
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The Third Stage of Human Consciousness

For the European Dream to become the world’s dream, it will have to cre-
ate a new story about the human mission—a new meta-narrative that can
unite the human race in a shared journey while allowing each person and
group to take their own particular path.

Owen Barfield, the British philosopher, has offered up some thoughts
on the matter. His ideas help bring the American notion of individual au-
tonomy and volition and the Asian notion of collective consensus and con-
textual thinking together in a new synthesis. That synthesis could provide
a proper historical context for advancing a global consciousness and the
promulgation of the new European Dream to every part of the world.

Barfield views history as an unfolding of human consciousness. His in-
sights into history dovetail with Sigmund Freud’s insights into the history
of each person’s own mental development. We touched very briefly on
the subject of the dialectical pull between individual differentiation and
collective integration in chapter 5 and again, in a little more detail, in
chapter 13.

Freud, recall, starts with the idea that in the earliest stage of develop-
ment, an infant experiences an undifferentiated union with his mother.
The self is not yet formed. The baby experiences his mother as a whole.
There is not a sense of “the I” and “the other,” but only of what Freud
called the “oceanic” feeling of oneness. That unity breaks down when the
infant realizes that his every urge and desire can’t be met immediately. His
mother’s breast is not always available. The baby begins to distinguish be-
tween his desires and the objects of desire denied him. The feeling of om-
nipotence, that “he is the world,” is undermined by the restraints imposed
on him by the outside world. The “pleasure principle,” says Freud, is chal-
lenged by the “reality principle.”

The baby slowly becomes aware of his own separation from his
mother and the outside world as well as his dependency on external forces,
over which he has little or no control. He experiences the anxiety of sepa-
ration as death and begins fashioning various mental defenses to deny the
pain he is feeling. The rest of one’s life, according to Freud, is spent in at-
tempting to recapture the feeling of oceanic oneness, while denying the
original loss because the pain of separation, dependence, and death is
more than one can bear.
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Freud refers to the original feeling of oneness as the “life instinct,” or
eros. The feelings of bodily contact, sexuality, and love are all a part of the
life instinct. As a baby develops, he is increasingly separated from uncon-
ditional eros by toilet training, schedules, and other external restraints.
The child compensates for the sense of loss, anxiety, and powerlessness he
feels by sublimating his bodily feelings and substituting what Freud calls
the “death instinct” for the life instinct. He denies his original separation
by becoming detached and by seeking autonomy. He attempts to control
events, dominate his surroundings, and assert his own individuality. Every
parent is aware of the “terrible twos,” when the child begins to assert him-
self and claim a sense of autonomy in the world.

The death instinct continues to shadow each child through adoles-
cence and adulthood. People surround themselves with substitutes to try
to regain the sense of oceanic oneness they experienced as infants. Freud
believed that the Christ story served as a surrogate for the loss of the orig-
inal feeling of oneness by offering God’s unconditional love and the hope
of eternal salvation. In the modern era, nationalist ideology became the
favored substitute. Patriotic fervor gives many people a sense of being part
of a larger, loving, immortal whole. Ideology often serves the same pur-
pose. Many capitalists and socialists have found refuge in an all-embracing
ideological bubble.

At the same time, our technologies and material possessions come to
substitute for our own repressed sense of bodily loss. They become, in ef-
fect, surrogate extensions of our bodies, and we increasingly surround
ourselves with them to fill the void left by our own sense of bodily loss
with our own mothers. But in our pursuit of ever more advanced tech-
nologies and greater material success, we become ever further removed
from the original participation we seek to reclaim. Psychologist Norman
O. Brown notes that “the more the life of the body passes into things, the
less life there is in the body, and at the same time the increasing accumu-
lation of things represents an ever fuller articulation of the lost life of the
body.”24 Virtual-reality environments and genetic-engineering technolo-
gies are the most recent attempts to create technological substitutes in
hopes of recovering the human body. Unfortunately, argues Brown, the
“sequestration of the life of the body into dead things” in the name of
technological and material progress only draws humanity further into the
realm of the death instinct.25 It is the gnawing fear of death, which the
baby first experiences upon the initial separation from his mother, that
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has, up to now, driven so much of human progress. The history of civi-
lization for Freud, Brown, and other psychologists is little more than the
projection of the death instinct out onto the external world.

We have created great pyramids, grand cathedrals, and majestic sky-
scrapers to secure a measure of immortality, hoping to cheat death and
find that elusive sense of being, that oceanic oneness that remains deep in
the memory trace of every person that has ever lived. Our near obsession
with creating a material cornucopia in the modern era is so powerful ex-
actly because it is a substitute for the cornucopia we experienced in in-
fancy at our mother’s breast.

The death instinct has become pervasive over the course of the mod-
ern era. We have increasingly detached ourselves from the body of nature,
severed its relationships, deadened it into bits and pieces, and expropriated
it in the form of property, all in an effort to inflate our individual being
in the world. Enlightenment science, market relations, and nation-state
governance all work in tandem to create the illusion of the autonomous
individual, free of any dependency on the natural world. We increas-
ingly live out our lives in a cocoon of technological and economic auton-
omy. We are no longer surrounded by living nature but, rather, by dead
artifacts.

The tragedy of it all is that we long thought that by becoming increas-
ingly autonomous and less dependent on nature, we could better assure
our security and be free. Now the death instinct, the aggressive drive to
master and deaden nature, has come back to plague us in the form of
global threats such as climate change, nuclear proliferation, growing
poverty, and social upheaval. We have sought to make ourselves more se-
cure, only to end up more vulnerable than ever before. We have, in effect,
arrived at the very brink of our own self-induced annihilation. The death
instinct has prevailed.

Freud had little to say in his own day about how to turn the human
predicament around. Barfield, however, has made an attempt at offering
a new historical framework for addressing the human condition. For
Barfield, historical consciousness seems to follow a path not too dissimilar
from the path each person follows in the development of his or her own
individual consciousness. Human history, like individual history, observes
Barfield, is conditioned by the dialectical pull of two competing forces,
one seeking unification and interdependence, or the life instinct, the other
seeking separation and independence, or the death instinct. The great
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unfinished task before civilization is how to reconcile these two contradic-
tory forces.

Barfield outlines three stages in the history of human consciousness.
He points out that for most of history, human beings lived as hunter-
gatherers. Paleolithic existence was, by its very nature, lived in close and deep
participation with the natural world. Humans enjoyed a non-sublimated
bodily intimacy with the life around them, as well as with their own bodies.
The few remaining hunter-gatherer tribes in the Amazon rain forests, the
jungles of Borneo, and the other remaining pockets of wild nature still en-
joy a kind of unrepressed bond with the natural world.

While hunter-gatherers experienced some sense of self, it was not yet
well developed. They lived their lives in a relatively undifferentiated way,
as part of a larger social whole that, in turn, was perceived to be part of an
even larger undifferentiated nature. Their day-to-day lives were lived deep
inside the temporal rhythms and spatial restraints imposed by the natural
world. Mother Earth was regarded less as a metaphor and more as a pri-
mordial mother, and treated with the same love, respect, and awe as they
might confer on their own tribal mothers. And like their own mothers,
hunter-gatherers depended on Mother Earth for their sustenance and used
various ritual means to placate her in order to secure her benevolence.

The beginning of agriculture marked the onset of the second great pe-
riod of human consciousness. Human beings began to domesticate wild
plants and animals for productive use. With agriculture came a steady de-
tachment of human beings from nature and even one’s own bodily nature.
The idea of the self began to slowly emerge out of the undifferentiated
fog. As mentioned in chapter 5, the late medieval and early modern eras
saw a rapid advance in “man’s” detachment from nature and a steady dif-
ferentiation into the kind of autonomous self we know today. The emer-
gence of the totally detached, autonomous self brought with it an increasing
self-awareness on the part of human beings. With self-awareness came the
sense of personal volition, the belief in one’s ability to affect the world
around one’s self. The gain in self-awareness and personal sense of iden-
tity has come at a very high price, however—the loss of intimate partici-
pation and communion with the natural world.

The evolutionary history of the species, argues Barfield, has recapitu-
lated the evolutionary history of each individual’s own personal develop-
ment. The human race has gone from an undifferentiated oneness with
Mother Nature to a detached, self-aware isolation from her. In the process,
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we have lost that primordial sense of oceanic indivisibility that is the life
instinct and instead have settled for a new relationship with nature based
on domination from a distance, with all of the deleterious systemic effects
that flow from our attempts at mastery. Humanity has, indeed, passed
from the life instinct to the death instinct.

So where does this leave humanity? Barfield suggests that we are on
the cusp of the third great stage in human consciousness—the stage where
we make a self-aware choice to re-participate with the body of nature. It’s
here that Barfield’s ideas align with the thinking of European intellectuals,
scientists, and visionaries, who increasingly view the world as an indivisi-
ble living entity deserving of respect and care.

The third stage of human consciousness shifts our notion of engage-
ment from the geosphere to the biosphere. Geopolitics has always been
based on the assumption that the environment is a giant battleground—a
war of all against all—where we each fight with one another to secure re-
sources to ensure our individual survival. Biosphere politics, by contrast,
is based on the idea that the Earth is a living organism made up of inter-
dependent relationships and that we each survive and flourish by steward-
ing the larger communities of which we are a part.

So how does Barfield suggest we reconcile the drive for individuality
with the desire for oceanic oneness? Were it not for the death instinct, we
would never have separated ourselves sufficiently from that oceanic one-
ness to create a sense of the self and, with it, self-awareness. And without
self-awareness, we would not be able to exercise volition, make personal
choices, and exercise our individual will. On the other hand, self-awareness
and individuality have only made us all the more aware, and thus anxious,
about our own finite existence and mortality. The anxiety, in turn, fuels
our aggressive drives to master, deaden, and expropriate everything around
us, in the hope of inflating our being and warding off our own inevitable
demise.

The solution to our dilemma lies in integrating the life instinct and
death instinct in a new unity. The early-twentieth-century poet Rainer
Maria Rilke provides us with a clue. He wrote, “. . . whoever rightly un-
derstands and celebrates death, at the same time magnifies life.”26 In other
words, we can’t really begin to live until we first accept the fact that one
day we will die. How do we come to terms with our own death and make
the choice to live? By making a self-aware decision to leave the death in-
stinct behind, to no longer seek mastery, control, or domination over na-
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ture, including human nature, as a means of fending off death. Instead, ac-
cept death as part of life and make a choice to re-participate with the body
of nature. Cross over from the self to the other, and reunite in an empa-
thetic bond with the totality of relationships that together make up the
Earth’s indivisible living community.

The decision to re-participate, to choose the life instinct, is quite dif-
ferent from the kind of original participation that marks the life of the in-
fant or the early development of the human species. In these other
instances, participation is not willed but is, rather, fated. The self is not
developed sufficiently to make self-aware choices. In the case of an infant,
dependency determines the relationship between the mother and baby. In
the case of our Paleolithic forebears, fear of nature’s wrath, as much as de-
pendency, conditioned the relationship. To re-participate with nature
willingly, by exercising free will, is what separates the third stage of human
consciousness from everything that has gone before. By freely choosing to
be part of nature, one retains one’s unique identity, while embedding one-
self in the oceanic oneness of the biosphere.

A Global Persona

In a post-modern era characterized by increasing individuation, where
personal identity is fractured into a myriad of sub-identities and meta-
identities, reintegration with the whole of the biosphere may be the only
antidote encompassing enough to ensure that the individual does not lose
all of his or her moorings and disintegrate into a nonbeing.

Some observers of the post-modern psyche are growing concerned
about the loss of personal identity in an increasingly thick world. Kenneth
J. Gergen, professor of psychology at Swarthmore College, notes that
young people today must navigate their way in a highly dense globalizing
culture with competing demands streaming into their central nervous
systems from every conceivable direction. In their efforts to mediate all
of the stimuli and accommodate all of the possible connections, young
people continue to create new sub-selves and meta-selves—in effect, giv-
ing over bits and pieces of their persona to each new relationship just to
stay engaged in all of the networks that surround them. The fear is being
excluded. If being propertied and enjoying autonomy and exclusivity was
the sine qua non of the American Dream, having access and being embed-
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ded is the much sought-after goal in the new era. Worried they may lose
access, young people divide their attention into smaller and smaller frag-
ments just to keep up with all the possible connections beckoning them.
Gergen warns,

This fragmentation of self-conceptions corresponds to a multiplicity
of incoherent and disconnected relationships. These relationships
pull us in myriad directions, inviting us to play such a variety of roles
that the very concept of an “authentic self” with knowable charac-
teristics recedes from view. The fully saturated self becomes no self
at all.27

Where Gergen worries about the disintegration of the self, psycholo-
gist Robert J. Lifton is more hopeful. He argues that multiple personas are
a coping mechanism that allows the psyche to adjust to the growing density
in an increasingly globalized society. He believes that multiple personas
represent a more mature state of consciousness—one that allows individu-
als to live with the complexities and ambiguities around them as they try to
make their way in a more interconnected global environment.28

Both Gergen and Lifton have a point. The post-modern persona is in-
creasingly fragmented and plastic. The question becomes, Is there a way
to reintegrate the extreme individuation of the post-modern personality
into a more unified global whole? Failure to do so will only exacerbate the
sense of personal alienation and existential dread that so many young
people already experience in a world where they are increasingly con-
nected but in which they feel more and more isolated. According to a sur-
vey conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation entitled Kids and Media at
the New Millennium, American children now spend an average of five and
a half hours a day, seven days a week, interacting with various electronic
media for recreation. Youngsters eight and older spend even more leisure
time with television, the Internet, video games, and other media, averag-
ing six hours and forty-five minutes a day. What’s more troubling, the
study found that most children interact with electronic media alone. Older
children spend up to 95 percent of their time watching television alone, while
children between the ages of two and seven watch television alone more than
81 percent of the time.29

Overcoming the sense of personal isolation and alienation that can ac-
company an electronically mediated environment requires a new integra-
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tive mission powerful enough to be transformative in nature. What’s
sorely missing is an overarching reason for why billions of human beings
should be increasingly connected. Toward what end? More commerce,
greater political participation, increased pleasure, access to information,
or just plain curiosity? All the above, while relevant, seem, nonetheless,
insufficient to justify why six billion human beings should be connected
and mutually embedded in a globalized society. Six billion individual con-
nections, absent any overall unifying purpose, seems a colossal waste of
human energy. More important, global connections without any real tran-
scendent purpose risk a narrowing rather than an expanding of human
consciousness.

The good news is that the increasing connectivity of the human race is
advancing personal awareness of all the relationships that make up a com-
plex and diverse world. A younger generation is beginning to view the
world less as a storehouse of objects to expropriate and possess and more
as a labyrinth of relationships to gain access to. While an older generation
thought of itself more like property and was preoccupied with “making
something out of oneself,” the younger generation is more likely to think
of its life as a continually changing process operating in a myriad of net-
work relationships. In an era of global connectedness, the old idea of a
fixed, self-contained, autonomous consciousness is giving way to the new
notion of the self as an unfolding story whose plot lines and substance are
totally dependent on the various characters and events with whom one en-
ters into a relationship. Gergen suggests that “the final stage in this tran-
sition to the postmodern is reached when the self vanishes fully into a
stage of relatedness.” In a globally connected world, concludes Gergen,
“one ceases to believe in a self independent of the relationships in which
he or she is embedded . . . thus placing relationships in the central posi-
tion occupied by the individual self for the last several hundred years of
Western history.”30 The Western sense of consciousness comes to resem-
ble the Asian one, although it arrived at its present state by taking a very
different journey.

How, then, will we choose to use our newfound relational conscious-
ness? Barfield and other thinkers suggest that human beings are maturing
in their self-development to the point where they can make a personal
choice to re-participate with the myriad relationships that make up the
biosphere. Our growing involvement in networks, our newfound ability to
multitask and operate simultaneously on parallel tracks, our increasing
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awareness of economic, social, and environmental interdependencies, our
search for relatedness and embeddedness, our willingness to accept con-
tradictory realities and multicultural perspectives, and our process-oriented
behavior all predispose us to systems thinking. If we can harness systems
thinking to a new global ethics that recognizes and acts to prevent cold
evil and is dedicated to harmonizing the many relationships that make up
the life-sustaining forces of the planet, we will have crossed the divide into
a new third stage of human consciousness.

The key to a successful journey will depend on how deep the re-
participation becomes. Re-participation with the body of nature means in-
timate engagement in real time, unencumbered by layers of technological
barriers. When Barfield talks of re-participation, what he has in mind is a
personal reaching out to “the other” in the spirit of deep communion.
That kind of relationship can’t be accomplished at a distance in virtual-
reality environments. If we simply expand our connections but become in-
creasingly alone and isolated in the process—a world where everyone
is e-mailing everyone else but seldom touching up against one another’s
being—the relationships become illusory, and our sense of self becomes
delusional and more at risk of dissolution. Re-participation, a true reach-
ing out to the other, requires actually being there. One can’t be detached
and empathize at the same time.

The new globalizing technologies do indeed compress space and time
and draw the human family together in tighter webs of interdependent re-
lationships. We become more aware of the many connections that make up
the larger systems within which we dwell. But if that awareness is not bal-
anced with intimate, face-to-face re-participation with the body of nature,
our journey into a new stage of consciousness will be stillborn. Our rela-
tional selves will be more of a technological than of a truly human nature,
only prolonging the older journey with its fetishization of the death in-
stinct. The life instinct can be rekindled only by really living life, and living
life means deep participation in the life of the other that surrounds us.

As long, then, as we choose detachment from the natural world and
occupy ourselves almost exclusively with deadening our environment and ex-
propriating and consuming it in the form of wasteful indulgences and
sport, our own lives remain caught up in that death culture. We are reminded
of our own death in every destructive act we engage in. How do we expe-
rience life if continually surrounded by death and consumed with the
thought of death? By choosing deep re-participation with nature, by stew-
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arding the many relationships that nurture life, we surround ourselves
with a life-affirming environment. We are constantly reminded of the in-
trinsic value of life by every empathetic experience we pursue.

The American and European Dreams

While all of this might sound a bit esoteric and airy, in the real world
where people dream of and act on the kind of life they would like to live
and be part of, making choices between the death instinct and life instinct
has real and profound consequences for the individual, the human family,
and the planet.

The American Dream is largely caught up in the death instinct. We
seek autonomy at all costs. We overconsume, indulge our every appetite,
and waste the Earth’s largesse. We put a premium on unrestrained eco-
nomic growth, reward the powerful and marginalize the vulnerable. We
are consumed with protecting our self-interest and have amassed the most
powerful military machine in all of history to get what we want and believe
we deserve. We consider ourselves a chosen people and, therefore, enti-
tled to more than our fair share of the Earth’s bounty. Sadly, our self-
interest is slowly metamorphosing into pure selfishness. We have become
a death culture.

What do I mean by “death culture”? Simply this. No one, and espe-
cially no American, would deny that we are the most voracious consumers
in the world. We forget, however, that consumption and death are deeply
intertwined. The term “consumption” dates back to the early fourteenth
century and has both English and French roots. Originally, to “consume”
meant to destroy, to pillage, to subdue, to exhaust. It is a word steeped in
violence and until the twentieth century had only negative connotations.
Remember that as late as the early 1900s, the medical community and the
public referred to tuberculosis as “consumption.” Consumption only meta-
morphosed into a positive term at the hands of twentieth-century advertisers
who began to equate consumption with choice. By the last quarter of the
twentieth century, at least in America, consumer choice began to replace
representative democracy as the ultimate expression of human freedom, re-
flecting its new hallowed status.

Today, Americans consume upwards of a third of the world’s energy
and vast amounts of the Earth’s other resources, despite the fact that we
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make up less than 5 percent of the world’s population. We are fast con-
suming the Earth’s remaining endowment to feed our near insatiable indi-
vidual appetites. And what lies below our obsessive, if not pathological,
behavior is the frantic desire to live and prosper by killing and consuming
everything else around us. Cultural historian Elias Canetti once observed,
“Each of us is a King in a field of corpses.”31 If we Americans were to stop
and reflect on the sheer number of creatures and Earth’s resources and
materials each of us has expropriated and consumed in the course of our
lifetime to perpetuate our profligate lifestyles, we would likely be appalled
at the carnage. It’s no wonder so many people around the world look at
America’s wanton consumption and think of us as a death culture.

But is that all we are? Some critics of the American experience would ar-
gue that there is no more to say on the matter. This is what America has be-
come. But they are wrong. There is another side to the American experience.
We open up our country to newcomers. We believe that every human being
deserves a second chance in life. We champion the underdog and glorify the
person who has overcome life’s adversities to make something out of him-
or herself. We believe that everyone is ultimately responsible for his or her
own life. We each hold ourselves accountable. It is this other side of our in-
dividualism that is still our saving grace. If our sense of personal accounta-
bility can be exorcised from the death instinct and put in service to the life
instinct, America might again lead the way for the world.

The unfinished business of the human family is the adoption of a “per-
sonal ethics” of accountability to the larger communities of life that make
up the living Earth. In the final analysis, a commitment to our fellow hu-
man beings, our fellow creatures, and our common biosphere must be
personally felt as much as collectively legislated for any real transforma-
tion to occur. Ethics flourishes only in a world where everyone feels indi-
vidually accountable. If we Americans could redirect our deeply held sense
of personal responsibility from the more narrow goal of individual mate-
rial aggrandizement to a more expansive commitment of advancing a
global ethics, we might yet be able to remake the American Dream along
lines more compatible with the emerging European Dream.

How likely is such a turnaround in the United States? To begin with,
a sizable minority of Americans are already responsive to what we might
call “universal ethics.” They exercise personal responsibility and account-
ability in their consumer behavior, their workplaces, and their communi-
ties in ways that reflect the new global consciousness. They are supporters
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of initiatives that extend universal human rights and that protect the rights
of nature and make conscious decisions not to participate in activity that
might contribute to cold evil, whether it be in their choice of automobile,
dietary preferences, or stock and bond purchases. They have become
global citizens.

But what about the majority of Americans whose sense of personal re-
sponsibility rarely extends beyond self-interest or national interest? How
do they make the breakthrough to the other side and begin to “think glob-
ally and act locally”?

Surprisingly, the best hope might be within America’s religious com-
munity. A great struggle has been going on among theologians as well as
in both mainline and Evangelical congregations, the Catholic Church,
and Judaism on interpretation of the creation story in the Book of Gene-
sis. At issue is the biblical passage where God says to Adam and Eve,

Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it; and
have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air,
and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.32

For most of Christian history, the concept of dominion has been used
to justify the ruthless detachment from and exploitation of the natural
world. Now, a new generation of religious scholars and a growing number
of believers are beginning to redefine the meaning of “dominion.” They
argue that since God created the heavens and the Earth, all of his creation
is imbued with intrinsic value. God also gave purpose and order to his cre-
ation. Therefore, when human beings attempt to undermine the intrinsic
value of nature, or manipulate and redirect its purpose and order to suit
their own self-interests, they are acting with hubris and in rebellion
against God himself.

The idea of “dominion” is being redefined to mean “stewardship.”
Human beings are to serve as God’s caretakers here on Earth, nurturing
rather than exploiting and destroying his creation. In the new religious
scheme of things, people are both part of nature and also separate from it.
We are part of God’s creation and therefore dependent on all other living
things and nonliving things that make up God’s earthly kingdom. At the
same time, because human beings are made in God’s image, we have a spe-
cial responsibility to act as his custodians on Earth and to take care of his
creation.
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Each and every person, in the Christian eschatology, is endowed with
free will. One can use that free will and choose to be redeemed by accept-
ing Christ as Lord. If one makes that choice, however, it also requires him
or her to tend God’s garden. Here we have a Christian version of Barfield’s
third stage of consciousness—that is, each person is called upon to make a
self-aware choice to accept Christ and, by so doing, to participate in deep
communion with the whole of God’s creation.

Although the new interpretation of Genesis has been steadily gaining
support across the American religious community, it has not yet become a
centerpiece of American religious life. Were that to happen, however, mil-
lions of Americans might find themselves on the cusp of a new global con-
sciousness. One’s unconditional love for a suffering Christ would include
one’s unconditional love for his creation—a potentially powerful new reli-
gious story that could bring those of faith to a new commitment to the
Earth and all of its inhabitants. I’d caution, however, that there is still a
long way to go from rhetorical reinterpretation of the Genesis story to ac-
tive personal commitment on the part of millions of Americans to live
their lives in a way that reflects a moral responsibility for preventing cold
evil and acting on behalf of the biosphere. It’s still too early to suggest that
the American Dream might undergo a true metamorphosis and give rise
to a universal ethics.

The European Dream, by contrast, has all the right markings to claim
the moral high ground on the journey toward a third stage of human con-
sciousness. Europeans have laid out a visionary roadmap to a new prom-
ised land, one dedicated to re-affirming the life instinct and the Earth’s
indivisibility. I have no doubt of European sincerity in this regard, at least
among the elite, the well educated, and the young generation of middle-
class standard-bearers of a united Europe. The Europeans I have come to
know do have a dream. They want to live in a world where everyone is in-
cluded and no one is left by the wayside. According to a Pew survey con-
ducted in 2003, solid majorities in every European country say they
“believe it is more important for government to ensure that no one is in
need, than it is for individuals to be free to pursue goals without govern-
ment interference.”33 Only in America, among all of the populations of
the wealthy nations of the world, does a majority—58 percent—of the
people say they care more about personal freedom to pursue goals without
government interference, while only 34 percent say it’s more important
for the government “to take an activist approach to guaranteeing that no
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one is in need.”34 Similarly, when it comes to extending help to the poor
in countries other than one’s own, a Gallup poll conducted in 2002 reports
that nearly 70 percent of all Europeans believe that more financial help
should be given to poorer nations, while nearly half of all Americans be-
lieve rich countries are already giving too much.35

Europeans also want to be globally connected without losing their
sense of cultural identity and locality. They find their freedom in relation-
ships, not in autonomy. They seek to live a good quality of life in the here
and now, which for them means also living in a sustainable relationship
with the Earth to protect the interests of those who will come later. Eight
out of ten Europeans say they are happy with their lives, and when asked
what they believe to be the most important legacy of the twentieth cen-
tury, 58 percent of Europeans picked their quality of life, putting it second
only to freedom in a list of eleven legacies. At the same time, 69 percent of
European citizens believe that environmental protection is an immediate
and urgent problem. In stark contrast, only one in four Americans are anx-
ious about the environment. Even more interesting, 56 percent of Euro-
peans say “it is necessary to fundamentally change our way of life and
development if we want to halt the deterioration of the environment,”36

making them the most avid supporters of sustainable development of any
people in the world.

Europeans work to live, rather than live to work. Although jobs are es-
sential to their lives, they aren’t sufficient to define their existence. Euro-
peans put deep play, social capital, and social cohesion above career. When
asked what values are extremely or very important to them, 95 percent of
Europeans put helping others at the top of their list of priorities. Ninety-
two percent said it was extremely or very important to value people for
who they are, 84 percent said they put a high value on being involved in
creating a better society, 79 percent valued putting more time and effort
into personal development, while less than half (49 percent) said it was ex-
tremely or very important to make a lot of money, putting financial suc-
cess dead last of the eight values ranked in the survey.37

Europeans champion universal human rights and the rights of nature
and are willing to subject themselves to codes of enforcement. They want
to live in a world of peace and harmony, and, for the most part, they sup-
port a foreign policy and environmental policy to advance that end.

But I’m not sure how thick the European Dream is. Is Europe’s com-
mitment to cultural diversity and peaceful coexistence substantial enough
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to withstand the kind of terrorist attacks that we experienced on 9/11 or
that Spain experienced on 3/11? Would Europeans remain committed to
the principles of inclusivity and sustainable development were the world
economy to plunge into a deep and prolonged downturn, maybe even a
global depression? Would Europeans have the patience to continue sport-
ing an open, process-oriented form of multilevel governance if they were
facing social upheaval and riots in the streets? These are the kinds of
tough challenges that test the mettle of a people and the vitality and via-
bility of their dream. Regardless of what others might think about Amer-
ica, the American Dream has stood the test, in good times and bad. We
never lost hope in our dream until very recently, even in the darkest hours.
Will Europeans be able to say the same about their own nascent dream?

And finally, there is the question of personal accountability, America’s
strength and Europe’s soft spot. Europe can attempt to legislate its dream.
It can issue directives, sign global agreements, set up task forces, and es-
tablish benchmarks. That’s pretty much what it is already doing. And
there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s a sign of Europe’s commitment to ful-
filling its new dream. But if the personal sense of accountability and re-
sponsibility is not deep enough and thick enough to weather the inevitable
storms that will accompany the new journey, then, all of the legislative and
executive actions and intellectual support notwithstanding, the European
Dream will fail.

My biggest concern, having spent nearly twenty years of my life work-
ing in both Europe and America, is whether Europeans’ sense of hope is
sufficient to the task of sustaining a new vision for the future. Dreams re-
quire optimism, a sense that one’s hopes can be fulfilled. Americans are
flush with hope and optimism, Europeans are less so, as a people. Still,
they are guardedly hopeful about their new union. And the public opinion
surveys show that a younger generation is measured in its optimism. Per-
haps that’s all we can or should expect. The kind of unexamined optimism
that has been so characteristic of the American Spirit has not always
served us well. In a world of increasing global threats, tempered enthusi-
asm, balanced against a realistic assessment of risks, might be more ap-
propriate. But there’s also a deep pessimistic edge ingrained in the
European persona—understandable, I guess, after so many misbegotten
political and social experiments, and so much carnage over so many cen-
turies of history. Failures can dash hopes. But they can also make a people
stronger, more resilient, and wise. Overcoming cynicism for Europeans is
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going to be as difficult and challenging as we Americans overcoming our
naïve optimism. Still, no dream, regardless of how attractive it might be,
can succeed in an atmosphere clouded by pessimism and cynicism.

At the risk of ruffling feathers on both sides of the Atlantic, perhaps
there are lessons to share. We Americans might be more willing to assume
a collective sense of responsibility for our fellow human beings and the
Earth we live on. Our European friends might be more willing to assume
a sense of personal accountability in their individual dealings in the world.
We Americans might become more circumspect and tempered in our out-
look, while Europeans might become more hopeful and optimistic in
theirs. By sharing the best of both dreams, we may be in better stead to
make the journey together into a third stage of human consciousness.

These are tumultuous times. Much of the world is going dark, leaving
many human beings without clear direction. The European Dream is a
beacon of light in a troubled world. It beckons us to a new age of inclusiv-
ity, diversity, quality of life, deep play, sustainability, universal human
rights, the rights of nature, and peace on Earth. We Americans used to say
that the American Dream is worth dying for. The new European Dream
is worth living for.
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