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1. Introduction

1.1. Travelling through Europe, one sees the highly vari-
egated landscape of what is really a jagged peninsula of 
the Eurasian continent. In the north, middle and south, tall 
mountain ranges divide the land into various segments. 
Elsewhere there are wide, rolling plains, occasionally in-
terrupted by hilly ridges; rather than forming barriers, 
the hills provide shelter, and they offer variation in scen-
ery and in soil types, flora and fauna. Rivers flow in all 
directions, connecting the hinterlands to the sea – which 
is never far away, save in eastern parts. That side of the 
European peninsula also lacks rearguard protection, so 
that Europe slowly passes into the sheer infinity of the 
Asian steppes. With this geography stretching from be-
yond the Arctic Circle down to the Mediterranean Sea, Eu-
rope’s climate is equally varied, but it is everywhere quite 
temperate – again with the East as an exception, since it is 
beyond the reaches of the warm Gulf Stream. Everywhere 
there are people. They have been there for millennia, and 
have made Europe into a great cultural landscape, where 
untouched nature is a rarity that can flourish only where 
human labour is too arduous or too unprofitable. Europe-
ans have partly compensated for their impoverishment of 
nature by protecting those remnants that still survive. But 
this, too, is the fruit of human labour, and it is therefore 
part and parcel of the European culture – which, like Eu-
rope’s geography, is distinguished by strong but flowing 
variations. One has to travel considerable distances to see 
really striking contrasts between the departure and ar-

the european singularity 
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rival points, and even those distinctions are basically just 
variations on a typical European theme. Europe is a fam-
ily, in which A does not resemble Z, but does resemble B, 
which in turn resembles C and so on. This is revealed in 
phenomena such as architecture and language, where re-
gional variations do not constitute abrupt breaking points. 
The flowing regional changes reflect the kinship between 
ancient tribes when they were still little affected by state 
borders. State boundaries only become visible in ‘new’ ar-
chitecture, which states, and their central authorities, have 
later introduced to cut through the undulating variations 
with straight radials. These are vectors that give expres-
sion to each national variant in language and in stone. But 
the continent as a whole nonetheless preserves a recognis-
able European style. This unity in difference, to use a tradi-
tional expression, is not a fixed rule. It is a work that once 
commenced, gradually took recognisable shapes, and later 
began to be preserved out of reverence and affection – but 
also as capital that could be constantly reinvested. No end 
to this investment zeal is yet in sight. The singularity of 
Europe, as it is called here, thus seems to resemble a suc-
cessful mutation, which has defied periods of grave danger 
to emerge as the dominant phenotype both in Europe and 
elsewhere, and which now even seems to be gaining as-
cendancy worldwide in ever-changing variants.

1.2. But what is this European singularity with its many 
variations? The elements are known. Traditional ap-
proaches have constructed an image in which the classical 
antiquity of the Greeks and Romans merged with Christi-
anity towards the end of the Middle Ages to create a fertile 
ground for humanism, democracy and capitalism or mar-
ket economy. Such a depiction is unsatisfactory, mainly 
because it leans too heavily on libraries, on learned ideas. 
It is too far removed from the people who actually con-
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ceived those ideas in a process of interactive competition 
and cooperation, and also too detached from the societal 
conditions that made such ideas possible. That could be 
different as, I hope, is evident from what follows here: the 
socio-genesis of this singularity and his success, until a 100 
years ago. The fracture are the two World Wars in which 
the European success and its ‘superiorism’ disappeared. 
However, after the failure the singularity regain chances 
and survived, here and especially over sea.

2. Political fragmentation

2.1. European domination was already discernible towards 
the end of the Middle Ages; it became clearly manifest in 
the 18th century and reached its apex in the 19th. In the 
course of the 20th century, the former European colony, 
the United States, took over the dominant role, applying 
more or less the same formula. European dominance had 
both a military-political and an economic character. Eu-
ropean armies and European enterprises, usually united 
under national frameworks, proved stronger than their 
competitors, which sooner or later had no other alternative 
than to surrender to Europe and follow its ‘good example’. 
What was the nature of this dominating force and what 
were its origins? Europe is often compared to China in this 
respect, and such a comparison can indeed help to define 
our thoughts. China is the oldest state on the globe, and its 
emergence and subsequent evolution can be understood 
and explained through the theory of the competition-mo-
nopoly mechanism explained above. In China, like Europe, 
fertile lands and strategic positions were the object of a 
violent struggle between many competitors which, as in 
a tournament, generated a winner for a shorter or a longer 
period of time. The winner took control of the vast empire 
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as a personal possession, and – aided by an extensive bu-
reaucracy – held a monopoly on the means of violence and 
taxation, up to the point where his grip began to weaken 
and another dynasty seized power. The empire itself, 
however, remained largely what it was: an extensive, cen-
trally organised state with a command economy. The state 
pacified the land, usually left little room for private initia-
tive, and used taxation to concentrate any wealth that the 
country nevertheless produced into the hands of the gov-
ernmental centre of power. This made China an attractive 
destination for the Europeans who visited it towards the 
end of the Middle Ages. In addition to its many covetable 
goods such as silk, porcelain and noodles, it also had many 
practical ones to offer, such as the compass, gunpowder 
and printing techniques. In Europe, more than in China, 
these found application for economic as well as military 
ends. The lesson to be learnt by Europeans was clear. If 
you want to get anywhere, you need to build a vast and 
mighty state that can shield your economic activities from 
violent incursions, and can tap the resulting surplus for 
its own benefit. Yet things were not to take this course in 
Europe.

2.2. At the time of the disintegration of the West Roman 
Empire in the 4th and 5th centuries, and the related tribal 
upheavals that came to be known as the Great Migrations, 
no European society existed at all. The Roman network of 
widespread interdependencies had collapsed into tiny en-
tities that had only themselves to depend on for survival. 
What by that time seemed like relics of a past civilisation 
were preserved only in the monasteries, which were the 
last vestiges of the Christian organisational structure. But 
new trends towards societal integration were set in motion 
which revived the interaction between these far-flung 
human settlements. Partly because the population again 
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began to grow, the pressure of competition between such 
entities intensified. This signalled the start of a process of 
state formation within Europe. In contrast to China, how-
ever, this movement did not grow into a vast empire. It be-
came mired in political fragmentation.Trends in an impe-
rial direction sometimes arose nevertheless. Charlemagne’s 
Franconian Empire was the first attempt. It stranded after 
the death of his son, when the empire was cut up into 
three smaller kingdoms by the Treaty of Verdun in 842. 
A second attempt was made in the 16th century by Charles 
V of Habsburg, who reigned as Holy Roman Emperor over 
Western and Southern Europe except for parts of what is 
now France. His emergent European empire fragmented 
again after his death. Several centuries later it was the 
turn of France, when Napoleon finally achieved the as-
pirations of the medieval house of Capet. He ruled over 
the entire European continent, with the exception of the 
British Isles in the West and Russia in the East. But his 
success was short-lived too, and his French Empire col-
lapsed even during his own lifetime. A similar fate was to 
befall the most recent project to politically unify Europe, 
instigated by Hitler’s Germany in the 20th century. It also 
miscarried.This repetitive chain of fiascos is no accident. 
As we have seen, the European peninsula, unlike China, is 
partitioned by great mountain ranges. Although they fa-
cilitate joining and keeping certain parts together, such an 
undertaking has proved difficult beyond the mountains, 
but also on the vast plains that stretch across the subconti-
nent, particularly in the North and East. As a consequence, 
the violent competitive struggle has repeatedly drawn Eu-
rope towards political unification, without such unity ever 
being achieved for any substantial period.

2.3. The geographic constitution of the subcontinent has 
thus determined the political fragmentation which has 
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been defined here as one element of the singularity of Eu-
rope. Europe’s fragmentation is a dramatic reality. It casts 
its shadow over a prolonged series of resurging conflicts, 
ever-escalating in scale, and responsible for more and more 
victims and misery every time. The once-dominant Europe 
has succumbed to its own internal divisions.The absence of 
European unity did not imply, however, that smaller-scale 
state formation was also condemned to stagnation. In areas 
where the geographic lay of the land was most favourable, 
larger state entities did develop in the course of the Middle 
Ages and the centuries thereafter. Portugal, Spain, Eng-
land and France arose in the West, whilst in the East a Rus-
sian empire emerged which was also to achieve long-term 
continuity, even though its state territory regularly shifted 
back and forth due to its lack of natural borders. The same 
applies to Denmark, a state of long standing which had 
to relinquish large parts of its territories long ago, as did 
Sweden, from which Norway later also seceded. Switzer-
land and the Netherlands deserve separate mention. Both 
qualify as old, stable states, but neither came into being 
through violent consolidation – the general rule of the 
monopoly mechanism. An exceptional scenario applies 
here, whereby several autonomous entities joined together 
more or less voluntarily in the face of an external threat. 
They either formed a federative state, which still now ex-
ists in Switzerland, or they moved in a more centralistic 
direction, as happened in the Netherlands as a result of the 
French occupation around 1800. Both were small countries 
which, by virtue of mountains in the former case and 
swampy delta terrain in the latter, were difficult to con-
quer and easy to defend. Those are favourable conditions 
for a federal state form. Elsewhere this has been tried and 
abandoned again and again, either because the federation 
fell apart once the outside danger abated, or because one of 
the units gained ascendancy over the others. Contrasting 
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with the relative success of stable European states is the 
problematic history of central European countries such as 
Poland – and especially Germany, which lacks state conti-
nuity. Natural borders played an important part there, too, 
if only by virtue of their absence. The geographic factor 
also clarifies the state formation process in the related state 
of Austria, which likewise saw its great European empire 
dissolve. Its task was simply too difficult, not because of a 
lack, but because of an excess of natural boundaries. That 
particularly applied to the Balkan Peninsula, where the 
Turkish Empire was also forced to withdraw, and where 
the population still grapples with the political disadvan-
tages of its geographic terrain right up to the present day. 
The Italian state formation process was also problematic, 
and that country was relatively late in achieving unity. 
This seems odd. Italy lies on a peninsula surrounded by 
seas and high mountains – favourable conditions for an 
early stabilisation of state authority. But things proceeded 
differently. The history of Italy is a legacy of the city-states 
of the North, the feudal structure of the South, and the pa-
pal city of Rome in between. On the one hand, the country 
and its internal contradictions may have been too great to 
bring forth a federation against repeated external threats 
from the French, the Germans or the Spanish; on the other 
hand, none of the parties involved may have been strong 
enough to gain ascendancy. Whatever the case, state unity 
was finally achieved in the 19th century, but the country 
remained relatively unstable. For the European society as a 
whole, the situation is different still. State authority at the 
European level is lacking. The dominant forces are political 
fragmentation and partial unification. Whether the recent 
process of European integration is more likely to perpetu-
ate or to transcend this element of the singularity of Europe 
is an issue to be dealt with further below.
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3. Market economy: two phases

3.1. A second distinguishing feature of European society 
is the market economy that developed in the course of the 
Middle Ages. It wrested itself free from the smaller-scale 
command economy, in which the feudal lord owned the 
land and its livestock, watching over it and protecting it 
against outside threats. Because such feudal entities were 
highly self-sufficient, mutual exchange was lacking, or 
stayed limited to the most essential transactions. But this 
was to change. In the course of the centuries, a trade net-
work unfolded that linked together growing numbers of 
local, regional and national exchange entities and made 
them increasingly interdependent.This developed into a 
market economy, in which all people were theoretically free 
to exchange what they had produced or were legally enti-
tled in any other sense to claim as their own. Such proper-
ties, as well as the trade itself, were taxed by the central 
authority, but usually to a moderate degree and without 
violating the property rights themselves. The central au-
thority additionally provided a material, judicial and finan-
cial infrastructure, thus enabling exchange over greater 
distances and protecting it more or less against inappro-
priate methods such as violence, theft, cartels and mo-
nopolies, poor-quality products and other kinds of unfair 
competition. The entirety of such practices constituted the 
market order. In addition, the central authority also tried 
to neutralise some of the so-called external effects of the 
market economy on people and things that were no match 
for the competition, such as the environment or socially 
vulnerable people. Such tasks are generally assigned to a 
state, which means that the market is free only in a con-
ditional sense – in the same way that a football match has 
playing rules and arbiters to enable a more or less ‘honest’ 
competition. State supervision also means that the market 
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is territorially delimited by the borders of the state in ques-
tion, whilst the international market is subject to little or 
no collective monitoring – making it the realm of economic 
or even military piracy. For all clarity, the depiction of the 
free market just given is based on a theoretical principle 
or ideal, which has been approached to a greater or lesser 
degree in a wide range of variants. It hence refers to a proc-
ess of market formation that is never ‘complete’ and has no 
ultimate goal or end point that will ever be attained.

3.2. Initial phase, circa 1000-1650
As we have seen, the process of market formation began in 
the course of the Middle Ages, and it was directly linked 
to the state formation processes discussed above. The in-
terconnections between these two forces were complex, 
however, and may best be elucidated by first describing 
two extreme state forms, neither of which has led to a con-
tinuous process of market formation. One of the extremes 
involves the widespread disintegration, or even anarchy, 
that followed events such as the fall of the Roman Empire. 
Such occurrences drastically contract the scale of the social 
organisation, weaken the level of pacification, and make 
life ‘short and brutal’. Little or no market economy exists 
under such circumstances. At the other extreme lies the 
political antithesis of such disarray – an extensive degree 
of integration. A prime example is China, to turn to that 
country once again, where a stable state authority estab-
lished itself over a vast territory with more or less natural 
boundaries and succeeded in pacifying the internal rela-
tions there. This facilitated trade and production, which in 
turn boosted tax revenues and secured great riches for the 
central authority. One might think this authority would 
have understood its interests well enough to stimulate 
further economic growth by removing trade barriers and 
by easing the tax burden. That would have made trade 
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profitable, thus accelerating the flywheel of profit and in-
vestment. But that did not happen in China. Even though 
market economies sometimes flourished there, and in other 
parts of the world as well, sooner or later they were to be 
stymied by excessive tax burdens and a host of other trade 
barriers. An attempt to explain this economic stagnation 
will lead to the balance of power and dependence between 
‘state and market’, or between rulers and the trading class-
es. In this case the former, by virtue of the sheer expanse 
of the Chinese empire, were so dominant militarily and ad-
ministratively that they were able to ignore their interest 
in the market, thereby frustrating economic growth and 
the influence of the trading classes. In Europe, things went 
differently. A power equilibrium developed there between 
state and market, and the process of market formation was 
able to continue. The explanation for this aspect of Euro-
pean singularity lies in what has been referred to above as 
political fragmentation, whereby multiple state authorities 
had been able to pacify internal relations and prevent an-
archy to a considerable extent, but were not in a position 
to frustrate the burgeoning market by imposing high taxes 
and trade barriers. This relative weakness of state author-
ity was a direct consequence of the competition between 
states for land and for the revenues to pay for their armies. 
Such financial needs made the state authorities depend-
ent on the burghers, and on the very raison d’être of the 
burghers – the market. This obliged the states to exercise 
moderation in taxing these sources of wealth, under pain of 
the authorities’ own demise. This balance of power and de-
pendence between sovereign and burghers in Europe was 
charged with considerable tensions, which culminated in 
a series of revolts from which the burghers would emerge 
as winners, sooner in some countries and later in others. 
These led to one of two outcomes: either the burghers set 
out on their own and declared their city or country inde-
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pendent, or they ‘neutralised’ the sovereign but acknowl-
edged the authority of the state itself and took control of 
it. A compromise was reached between state functions and 
economic functions. The losers were a third party – the 
regional feudal aristocracy, which, to a greater or lesser 
degree, already stood outside this process of economisation 
and monetarisation. The administrative and economic elit-
es strengthened their positions. Although much quibbling 
went on between them about the extent of the freedom of 
trade and commerce, about the weight of the tax burden 
and about the precise allocation of state revenues, the elites 
had no dispute about taxes and entrepreneurship as such. 
This set the stage for rising prosperity.

This is not to say that this unintended political optimum 
was the sole precondition for the economic upswing. 
The breakthrough also coincided with wide-ranging po-
litical changes outside Europe – or even on its immediate 
borders, where the Byzantine empire collapsed, opening 
new opportunities for other regions that were favourably 
situated both militarily and economically. Italy was one 
such region – or to be more exact, the cities located in 
the northern part of that peninsula, which brought forth 
a market that was to expand throughout Europe and the 
rest of the world starting in the 14th and 15th centuries.This 
economic trend would later come to be known as capital-
ism. It was characterised by a constant struggle for sur-
vival between competing enterprises. The competitive 
climate kept the cycle of profits and investments moving, 
propelled technological development, augmented the scale 
of enterprise – albeit in erratic, undulating patterns – and 
forced people to calculate in terms of money, thus threat-
ening other values. In the long term, this market economy 
would generate untold prosperity for unprecedented num-
bers of people. But it is also an economic regime that prac-

Binnenwerk 02 EN 02-01-2014, 11:4915



16

tises exploitation, and whose economic gains threaten the 
survival of humans, animals and the rest of nature. Such 
pejorative connotations now cling to the word ‘capitalism’ 
itself, which implies a type of society in which the compet-
itive economic struggle overrides all other interests. In an 
overall sense, however, such an assessment is inaccurate, 
because it underestimates the regulatory power of state 
structures at national, or even international levels. Yet a 
harsh verdict is sometimes fully justified, as in the case 
of the period being examined here, when the regulatory 
functions of the state were still underdeveloped, and when 
trade was little ‘pacified’ and was strongly bound up with 
military violence. This is the period referred to here as the 
initial phase of capitalism. And as we have seen, it arose in 
Italy, a country that owed its growing prosperity not to a 
strong, coordinating state, but to the very absence of one, 
which enabled the cities to govern themselves.

A similar combination of political fragmentation and eco-
nomic growth also prevailed in Northwestern Europe, 
where the Hanseatic League was founded by a chain of 
cities at about the same time. The Hanse promoted trade 
between them and guaranteed a certain measure of city au-
tonomy. Another concentration of economic growth was 
in the Low Countries by the North Sea, later shifting to the 
Republic of the Seven United Netherlands in the northern 
part of that region in the 17th century. This state formation 
had been created in the second half of the 16th century as 
a loose federation of what were basically urban centres. 
They united to oppose the Habsburg dynasty’s ambition 
to enforce political unity on its far-flung territories. Here 
again, geography was an important factor. In the same way 
that a formidable mountain range shielded the Italian cities 
from external domination, the swampy terrain of the Neth-
erlands afforded protection from the rest of the continent. 
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In both regions, the sea also inhibited outside incursions, 
whilst opening the way to lucrative economic opportu-
nities. A key difference was the relatively high level of 
internal pacification that had resulted from the Dutch col-
lective struggle, whereas the Italian cities regularly fought 
with one another. Although the administrative unity of 
the Netherlands was also weak, as reflected in the scale 
of profitable dealings with ‘the enemy’ during the Dutch 
rebellion, the loose-knit nature of the country proved no 
hindrance to either its political or its economic power. The 
Dutch merchants became the cargo shippers of Europe and 
built up a worldwide trade network, with Amsterdam as 
the Venice of the North. Here once again, the initial phase 
of capitalism was characterised by political fragmentation, 
which enabled traders to take advantage of the prevail-
ing favourable conditions for the growth of trade and the 
broader economy. Nonetheless, the subsequent decline 
of the Dutch economy in the late 17th century also shows 
that this phase of capitalism was now nearing its end. Eco-
nomic growth was shifting from cities to states – in which 
authority had meanwhile stabilised – enabling the state 
authorities to organise a market that could be monitored 
and protected nationwide. Cities had no real answer to 
this, because they were internationally oriented, smaller in 
scale, and politically and militarily weakened in compari-
son to larger states.

3.3. Second phase, circa 1650-1945
Whereas political fragmentation stimulated trade under 
the first phase of capitalism, partial unification performed 
the same function in the phase that commenced in the sec-
ond half of the 17th century and extended well into the 20th. 
Portugal and Spain formed a prologue to this trend, de-
marcating their territories as early as the 15th century and 
then enlarging them with settlements overseas. Although 

Binnenwerk 02 EN 02-01-2014, 11:4917



18

this initially fuelled economic development, the growth 
later stagnated in the competitive struggle with cities in 
the North, and later with Britain and France. This ushered 
in the second phase of capitalism. In the two latter coun-
tries, prolonged political struggles had meanwhile been re-
solved, resulting in stabilisation of royal authority and ap-
proximate demarcations of national boundaries. Although 
tensions between the sovereign and the growing bourgeoi-
sie were still mounting, it would never lead to political 
disintegration of the territories themselves. The French 
and British states remained intact, and only their mode of 
governance changed. In Britain this process of state con-
solidation culminated in the creation of the world’s first 
free national market, within which all citizens in principle 
had equal rights and obligations, and which was shielded 
from outside competition by import tariffs and a military 
fleet. This Royal Navy developed into the mightiest of its 
time, and it not only served the defence of the nation but 
also had offensive capabilities. It opened up large parts of 
the world to the British domestic market, which gradually 
expanded to become a global market. This developed into 
the British Empire, which preached trade liberalisation 
during a part of the 19th century when its national markets 
and national military power were so overwhelming that it 
no longer had anything to fear from free competition with 
other parties. China and other state formations were no 
match for Britain’s superior power. They tried to isolate 
themselves, but sooner or later they were forced to ‘do 
business’. A similar process occurred in France. Here, too, 
the consolidation of a central state authority and a period 
of severe tensions between the king and his subjects were 
followed by the creation of a free domestic market, which 
was externally defended and enlarged through economic 
and military power. This culminated in a French Empire 
which, in competition and cooperation with that of the 
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British, defined a world order that would only crumble 
in the 20th century following World War ii. In some re-
spects, this European global regime bore resemblances to 
earlier empires in which societal elites applied their supe-
rior power to maintain their own positions at the expense 
of others, and in which the subordinates were left with no 
other alternatives but apathy, stubborn resistance or meek 
compliance. Yet there were also great differences. First of 
all, the European regime was plural in nature. It consisted 
of multiple participant states. In conjunction with this, the 
European domination also exhibited distinctively bour-
geois traits which had been unknown in earlier empires 
and which were a source of moral objections to the exploit-
ative practices. This brings us to a third characteristic of 
European singularity – the political democracy that links 
together political, economic and cultural elements.

4. Political democracy

4.1. Part of the power balance between sovereign and 
burghers had been based on the tax monies that the lat-
ter paid in exchange for the city privileges granted by 
the former. These rights, which extended to policing, 
justice and taxation as well as to trade, were to gradually 
expand to the point where, after greater or lesser episodes 
of violence, state authority came to lie with ‘the people’ as 
a matter of principle. This was the emergent political de-
mocracy, which protects, monitors and corrects the market 
economy to some extent. One central feature of this democ-
ratisation process will be elucidated here. In a democracy, 
no one is really the boss. That is clear from the simple fact 
that the state government is re-chosen in elections every 
few years. As a consequence, no one can ever be sure of 
their position, except knowing that sooner or later they 
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will have to depart and that their influence will wane. 
Theoretically they might feel relieved by this knowledge, 
but not all holders of authority perceive it that way. People 
at the centre of power often like to stay there, perhaps to 
‘serve the people’, but also because their position is accom-
panied by a range of privileges that are hard to relinquish. 
In a dictatorship, this goes without saying – powerholders 
seldom leave until forced to do so by their own mortality 
or by violence from others. But in democratic contexts, 
too, one sees again and again that politicians have trouble 
giving up their rule, and therefore create some kind of dy-
nasty within which governing power can be preserved and 
passed down.

4.2. There is another reason why a democracy does not 
have a winner who ‘takes all’. This lies in what is known 
as civil or human rights. Whether or not such rights have 
been put on record and formally recognised, they are char-
acteristic of democratic systems. They include freedom of 
speech and freedom of religion and conviction. On closer 
analysis, such freedoms are negative and reciprocal – all 
citizens may do as they please as long as they do not inter-
fere with others or violate their rights. Even if individual’s 
most cherished values are involved, one particular value is 
always higher: people are to stay out of each other’s affairs. 
This principle of neutrality, or tolerance, to use common 
terms, is unfamiliar to people who are without democratic 
experience and who are accustomed to the rule that ‘who-
ever is the boss is always right’. In a democratic system, 
the paradox of cultural relativism prevails. It is paradoxical 
because, though it is relative, it is absolute too, and will 
ultimately be enforced by violence from the state. The no-
tion of cultural relativism is not the sort of principle that 
elicits strong emotions. It does not incite its proponents to 
battle or self-sacrifice. It is essentially a rational, practical 
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compromise, devised to enable different social groups to 
live together peaceably within the context of a single state. 
The compromise is directly tied to a political democracy 
in which the centre of power is like a black hole, and in 
which one tries to neutralise conflicting ambitions to allow 
people to cooperate and complete within this framework.

4.3. The notion of negative reciprocity applies not only to 
personal convictions, but also to another sacrosanct princi-
ple, freedom of ownership, which is likewise a core feature 
of political democracy and an inherent precondition for 
the market economy. This is another civil right that pre-
scribes that citizens are free – free in the usufruct of their 
possessions – as long as they do not violate the same rights 
of others. And like freedom of speech, the freedom of own-
ership makes no assertions about the ‘good and evil’ of 
who owns what. It moralises only to the extent that people 
are stay out of each other’s business. But the establishment 
of these principles was not the end of the story. Upon the 
foundations of this negative cooperation based on neutrality 
and tolerance, a new system of positive cooperation grew 
up, in which states began distributing private possessions 
and other joys and burdens of life more equally, and, to a 
greater or lesser degree, undertook to correct the external 
effects of the market. The eventual outcome of this positive 
cooperation was the characteristic European welfare state, 
which reached its apogee in the second half of the 20th cen-
tury. The welfare state did not supersede, but presupposed 
the liberal state of negative cooperation. It may be regarded 
as the incarnation of the bourgeois ideal of liberty, equal-
ity and fraternity, which – by linking these three separate 
elements together into a triad – brilliantly captures the 
tension between positive and negative cooperation. This 
ideal was articulated at the time of the French Revolution 
and has never been attained to this day, but it has been ap-
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proached to some extent, albeit mainly on a national scale. 
The confinement to national boundaries is of crucial sig-
nificance. Although the ideal was given a far broader scope 
from the outset, it has remained no more than a pious hope 
at the world level. What is missing there is the regulatory 
power of a state that can enforce compliance with agree-
ments, thus helping to overcome the mutual distrust that 
so often cripples international cooperation, even when it is 
widely longed for.

4.4. Yet many developments in that direction have al-
ready taken place in the international arena. They extend 
back to the period when European imperialism subjected 
many parts of the world to its own interests. The domi-
nance had many ramifications. The growth of the global 
market economy and of worldwide interdependencies in 
terms of goods, money and knowledge gradually shifted 
the balance of power and dependence, as had previously 
happened between the sovereign and the burghers. A 
rudimentary international structure emerged which – like 
those at national levels but in a much weaker form when 
extending across borders – provided protection both for 
the market and for political rights. In the 19th century, Eu-
ropean countries were at the cutting edge of this process, 
particularly Britain, which used its military might and the 
financial power of the Pound Sterling to govern its empire 
virtually as its own state. This also somewhat strengthened 
the position of non-British residents of the Empire. And 
beyond the political and economic spheres, the changes 
also had a cultural or moral component that added a unique 
new dimension to the public debate and political struggle. 
This was the influence of the guilty bourgeois conscience, 
aroused by the ideal of liberty, equality and fraternity. It 
was a force that legitimised and accelerated transitions in 
the balance of power. That power balance was to shift fur-
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ther in the course of the 20th century. In the aftermath of 
World War ii, the European administration of the colonies 
was deposed, just as the kings had been. The ‘native’ bour-
geoisie took over. Former colonies achieved independence, 
not only by virtue of their own strength, but aided by the 
United States, which took over the reins of the interna-
tional order and strengthened its cohesion. us ascendancy, 
united with Europe to form ‘the West’, is now overwhelm-
ing, and it often seems unassailable. But the balance of 
power will shift further in the long term – provided that 
the singularity of Europe survives.

5. Cultural ambivalence

5.1. In addition to political fragmentation, market economy 
and political democracy, there is a fourth and final quality 
that characterises the singularity of Europe. This is the indi-
vidual habitus or mentality. The key phrase here is cultural 
ambivalence, a very broad concept which is nevertheless re-
vealing enough to serve as a general designation. What does 
cultural ambivalence imply? Ambivalence in feelings and 
thoughts is a reality of human existence. But cultural am-
bivalence refers to something more, or something different, 
and this involves another obvious fact. Human beings are 
animals, but they distinguish themselves from other species 
in that their behaviour is far less biologically coded, and in 
that they can and must learn far more things. Humans learn 
from and by one another, and they have always done so. But 
what and how much they learn differs widely, and Europe 
has produced its own variant of learning which is directly 
linked to the characteristic processes of market and state. 
The connection is straightforward. Operating on the market 
requires a lucid calculation of opportunities and risks, and 
as the market expands even further, such calculations must 

Binnenwerk 02 EN 02-01-2014, 11:4923



24

broaden in scope and take account of more and more knowl-
edge and considerations. This is what is known as economic 
rationality, or rationalisation, which is a typically, though 
not exclusively, European product. In addition to this, life 
in a bourgeois state also places demands on both the gover-
nors and the governed – who are basically the same people. 
These demands produce governmental rationality, whose 
aims are the survival of one state in rivalry with others, the 
enforcement of order, and the democratic deliberation of di-
vergent interests. A third element is technoscientific rational-
ity, which is essential for devising instruments to help a state 
or an enterprise achieve a degree of control over ‘nature’ or 
over human society.

5.2. Alongside this threefold rationalisation, a different 
kind of cultural process is operative which likewise pre-
sumes cumulative learning. It is the morality of bourgeois 
society, whereby every human being as an individual is 
expected to defer to the ideal of liberty and equality and 
to learn to identify with fellow citizens as such, regardless 
of their rank and status. Like rationalisation, this process 
of moralisation or conscience formation commences and 
repeats itself after the birth of each human being, while the 
process as a whole also continues to evolve. Another simi-
larity between moralisation and rationalisation processes 
is that both make life easier, more comfortable and more 
humane, but demand in return that individuals transform 
or restrain their irrational and immoral impulses – and this 
in ever-increasing measure. This tension between control 
and spontaneity is the critical element here. It generates 
the cultural ambivalence.

5.3. Cultural ambivalence first emerged in the 18th century, 
when the mimetic world became a subject and a source 
of inspiration. That world of mirroring imagination has 
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been expanding ever since, both within and outside Eu-
rope, and has spread to all walks of life. It is manifest in 
literature, music and the graphic arts, but has expanded 
to include sport, cabaret, love of nature, film, fashion and 
even holiday journeys. The literature of the French En-
lightenment offers an early example. Well-bred and well-
educated sons of burghers fiercely attacked the Roman 
Catholic Church and the aristocratic nobility as relics of 
the Dark Ages. The goal of the new thinkers was to clarify 
all things, and especially human society, and to humanise 
it through a long-term process which they themselves re-
searched and propagated. Basically they were sociologists 
before the word even existed, and – as is more often the 
case with good sociologists – they were rational and moral-
istic at once, thus putting themselves on a collision course 
with the established order and morality. Yet there was 
also another side to their struggle, and it concerned their 
emotional life. They were sentimental. Sentimentality was 
a new notion that was coined in 18th-century England. It 
was particularly visible in the art form of the novel, which 
also emerged in that period, first in the form of long let-
ters and later as continuous narratives. Not just the actual 
events are important in the novel, but also how the vari-
ous ‘characters’ – as well as the readers – perceive fortune 
and misfortune. Sentimentality pertains to one key feature 
of such experiences. At the basic level it involves strong, 
impulsive feelings of pleasure and displeasure – joys 
and fears, love and hatred, gratified pride and wounded 
honour – feelings that were being increasingly held back 
in this era of rational and moral control, and which there-
fore presented themselves in individual daydreams and in 
the collective, but individually experienced, fantasy of a 
book. This fantasy, however, is something different from 
the impulsive feelings themselves – those would offend 
sensibility. Imagination attenuates and draws out the more 
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impulsive urges into a silent stream of emotions, in which, 
moreover, every joy seems inhibited and intermingled 
with sorrow, and vice versa. This is sentimentality, and it 
is related to what is called nostalgia. It is also linked to ro-
manticism, a notion that causes confusion if used to refer to 
an artistic era long past. For romanticism has never ended. 
Like sentimentality and nostalgia, it is not a movement that 
arose and later declined. It is a sensibility that forms an in-
tegral part of the singularity of Europe, the back side of the 
façade of rationalisation and moralisation. Together these 
all form the cultural concomitant of the political and eco-
nomic processes that have since swept them from Europe 
over the rest of the inhabited world.

5.4. One of the sons of the Enlightenment, Denis Diderot, 
wrote a book about the idea of the ‘noble savage’ which 
offers a familiar illustration of the processes just described. 
The noble savage is an idealistic projection distilled from 
the many travel accounts of the time. He is ‘noble’ because 
he combines spontaneity with self-control without feel-
ing the tension between them. He is devoid of cultural 
ambivalence – he is ‘good’ without needing the watchdog 
of shame, without having to endure the struggle of con-
science. In a word, he is what Diderot apparently wants 
to be. Alas, that paradise will remain closed to Diderot. He 
teeters between culture and nature. He wants to serve two 
masters, but the balance is hard to find and preserve. One 
master calls out to him, and when he comes running, the 
other begins to call. He grows weary, and finds consolation 
in the noble savage, a child of his own inner strife.This 
interpretation draws on the Freudian model, in which 
the blind forces of the animalistic id wage a never-end-
ing struggle with the ego of the intellect and the superego 
of the conscience. This model can be criticised in various 
ways. It reifies the phenomena it is describing, which are 
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in fact different functions within the emotional workings 
of an individual. The model also implies universal valid-
ity, as if humans everywhere have always been faced with 
this struggle. Such an implication is misleading. Although 
human beings are still biologically themselves, they are 
sociologically and psychologically changed. These changes 
involve the process of rationalisation and moralisation 
which, since the 18th century, has generated an emotional 
makeup that Freud’s model was to capture a century later.

5.5. Such changes are reflected not just in literature but 
in contemporary painting as well. The household scenes 
depicted by Jean-Baptiste Greuze resemble those of the 
17th-century Dutch painter Jan Steen, but with an added 
touch of sentimentality. The tear-jerking undertone may 
seem overdone to later observers, but that was not so for 
the contemporaries. They experienced enjoyment, and 
described the paintings as ‘good, beautiful and authen-
tic’. This difference in appreciation might appear to draw 
a dividing line between earlier and later generations. But 
appearances deceive, because later paintings that were val-
ued by their contemporaries may also meet the same fate 
and be relegated to the kitsch gallery. Kitsch is another of 
those notions that have gained currency in the attempts to 
cope with cultural ambivalence, and it also needs further 
explanation. The idea of kitsch is of a later and different 
origin. It was coined in late-19th-century Vienna to refer to 
the mass reproduction of certain prints, which gradually 
robbed the original canvas of its potency – an effect that 
seems inseparably attached to prints, posters and other 
reproductions intended for personal or commercial use. It 
did not make the original work ugly, but the abundance 
and the inappropriate settings in which the reproductions 
were found made it into kitsch. The notion of kitsch has 
since developed broader connotations, and it now alludes 
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to the general insecurity of taste with which both artists 
and viewers have to contend. Is this a thing of beauty, 
or is it too sentimental, arousing cheap emotions; or is it 
too cerebral, too affected, too insensitive, too detached? 
Who will provide the answer? Only time seems a reliable 
judge. But that is not entirely the case. People who train 
themselves to view art can improve their taste, but they 
can never be sure. Not only are artists and connoisseurs 
vulnerable to seduction by funders and other outside influ-
ences, but they also face the inner danger of succumbing to 
a feeling that will later turn out to be over the top. A final 
illustration can be found in the originally European schism 
between classical or serious music and pop music. This dis-
tinction is also related to kitsch. Although it is not so sim-
ple that one music form is kitsch and the other is art. Both 
are affected. This reveals yet again how strongly European 
cultural ambivalence has spread. It now affects millions of 
people worldwide, not only in music but also in the many 
other examples mentioned above, such as sport, cabaret, 
fashion, love of nature, film and holiday trips – with televi-
sion as the great disseminator. Hopefully these examples 
will speak for themselves.

5.6. One final observation should be made, and it refers 
back to the noble savage. It is interesting to see how the 
centres of art and entertainment in the expanding mimetic 
realm tend to borrow images not only from bygone days in 
European societies – the nostalgia of ‘times lost’ – but also 
from the periphery of their civilised world. Elements are 
extracted from their context and transformed into senti-
ments to serve as antidotes against European rationality 
and morality. The noble savage is one example; primitive 
art is another. Freud had many primitive art objects on dis-
play in his study amid the plush trappings of his bourgeois 
milieu – a curious combination at first sight, but compre-
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hensible in the light of the above. Unless it falls victim to 
reproduction, primitive art holds a power of emotional ex-
pression that was otherwise missing in Freud’s room, and 
in those of others. It is a void that pervades society itself. 
Europe, together with other parts of the world, has turned 
into one huge capitalistic, democratic metropolis that is 
emotionally as well as materially beholden to its hinter-
land. It envelops that hinterland into its network, and 
simultaneously conserves it in museums and reservations.

6. New chances

6.1. We have seen how the singularity of Europe arose 
and spread – a process that has continued in the post wwii 
period, partially under the wings of the United States. 
Its influence is felt both worldwide and on the European 
continent itself, which has increasingly become a truly 
European society. The prime factor is the political frag-
mentation which is historically bound up with the other 
characteristics – though it has also threatened their surviv-
al. Europe has exterminated itself. It has laid waste to its 
cultural landscape; it has stifled its market economy and its 
political democracy. Its singularity even appeared to have 
vanished. But then events took a different course. The Eu-
ropean mutation survived, and more than that. The United 
States conserved its European heritage as its own capital 
and invested it all over the world. As suggested above, the 
European mutation now seems well on its way to becoming 
the dominant phenotype, unless political fragmentation 
will once again disrupt the charted course. Although this 
remains a real threat, the international structure continues 
to grow stronger. Such a structure is also being consoli-
dated within Europe itself, where a process of political in-
tegration was launched after World War ii. Though politi-
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cal unification has not been achieved, the movement has 
resulted in steadily intensifying the cooperation between 
an increasing number of European states – a project in 
which these states also put their European heritage to use. 
This remarkable change of course in the European societal 
process stresses the notion that there is in fact a European 
society of which here finally some possible future develop-
ments are outlined.

6.2. The European cooperation of states, now called the 
European Union, is the youngest part of the European 
singularity. Never before, here nor elsewhere, have states 
transferred ever more parts of their sovereignty to a com-
mon ‘Higher Authority’– not by military force but by their 
own volition and based on their enlightened self-interest. 
In this case, that higher authority is the European Com-
mission, controlled by the European Parliament and the 
European Council of national State Ministers. The areas of 
its policy are limited but expanding from the regulation 
of the internal market to the environment, immigration 
and asylum, with the monetary policy – the euro – of the 
European Central Bank. Much has remained in national 
hands: taxes, defense, criminal law, education and social 
security. Member states are cooperating – to a certain 
degree – in these areas, but as long as they retain their 
veto, the decisiveness is weak. Yet the trend is obvious. 
Because of the very removal of border controls inside the 
Union – negative cooperation – all kinds of unintended and 
often undesirable consequences can only be met by either 
the reintroduction of these border controls – the way back 
and not very likely – or the expansion of positive coopera-
tion, or – more effectively – the expansion of their common 
Higher Authority Formation. The biggest obstacle here is 
the national sovereignty and the political elites’ fear of los-
ing votes to parties triggering nationalistic sentiments. The 
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enthusiasm for creating a new Europe after World War II 
has been weakened – although its strength must not been 
exaggerated. It did not prove strong enough to create a Eu-
ropean Defense Community, since that initiative failed on 
nationalistic grounds – especially in France. Today it takes 
an even greater effort to convince the national electorate 
that more integration asks for even more integration. A 
very striking example offers the recent economic crisis 
caused by the international financial markets: national 
controls had been restricted or abandoned and European 
controls were hardly existing. The us shows that a central 
fiscal and monetary authority – the federal state and the 
federal bank – can overcome the crisis more rapidly than a 
cooperation of states where this authority is more limited 
or even non-existing. And yet, some day this European 
control deficit will be cleared away, how painfully slowly 
it may go.

6.3. Despite this pace of two steps forward and one back, 
the youngest element of the European singularity is a 
miracle in which the course of history has been turned 
upside-down. Transferring powers to a Higher Author-
ity had always been based on war, and once it had been 
established, national markets and democracy could flour-
ish. Now it is the other way around. After political coop-
eration and market formation, a new Higher Authority 
came into existence and started to grow. This new ele-
ment of the European singularity was strongly connected 
with the military force of the us that pacified Europe and 
steered towards what is now called the eu. The military 
support of the us endures while Europe is still seriously 
fragmented on a military level – militarily even more than 
financially. That makes the European society vulnerable 
to geopolitical threats both from within and outside the 
continent. As long as the American support is there, the 
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risks are limited. However, the important question is 
this: if the military role of the us weakens – as it already 
does – will Europe be strong enough to defend its inter-
ests and to promote its youngest element – a cooperation 
of states – elsewhere and worldwide?

Amsterdam, autumn 2013

I thank Eva Kapteyn for her help with the English transla-
tion.
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