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Pre fa ce

With the elec ti ons for the Eu ro pe an Par li a ment in 2009, the Chris ti an De mo crats

again got a cen tral res pon si bi li ty for pre ser ving, dee pe ning, and re ne wing the Eu ro -

pe an Pro ject. The co ming ye ars, Chris ti an De mo crats and their al lies in the Eu ro pe an

People’s Par ty should trans la te their elec to ral man da te to an ans wer to the enor mous

in ter nal and ex ter nal chal leng es that our res pec ti ve so cie ties and the Euro pean Union

are facing.

That answer asks for exper tise, real ism, and inge nu ity, just as it has asked for this

in the past sixty years during which we worked on the Euro pean Dream. But more is

needed. Europe was not built on prag ma tism and exper tise alone. Europe first came

to be by the inspi ra tion, values, and choices that were inspired by moral convic tions.

At crucial moments in the history of Europe after WWII, these moral convic tions

were decisive.

Moral convic tions of recon cil i a tion and justice, respon si bil ity and commu nity

spirit, of soli dar ity and compas sion, and other values took over from feel ings of

revenge, from hold ing on to prej u dice, short term self-inter est, and quick results at the

cost of other countries.

In the heat of every day’s polit i cal debate, this foun da tion of our actions and

choices is easily over looked. That goes for inter nal poli tics, but also for Euro pean poli -

tics. Some deny this dimen sion of values of Europe and they also consider the idea of a

Euro pean iden tity as irrel e vant or even unwanted. Those voices were loud in the long

road to the Treaty of Lisbon.

Others do not touch on the rela tion ship between values and Europe because they,

too easily, thought the Euro pean unifi ca tion as an irre vers ible fact, a historic achieve -

ment, which did not need to be argued for time and again. And then there are those

who will never get accus tomed to the idea that polit i cal actions are inspired and guided 

by an explicit orien ta tion on values.

Since I became Prime Minis ter, I have devoted myself exactly to this rela tion ship

between values and polit i cal actions and choices. During the Dutch Chair man ship of
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the EU this was even a key theme. Many in The Neth er lands and else where, also

colleagues, see the neces sity of recon nect ing the big ques tions about our future with

the very funda men tal beliefs about man, soci ety, and creation. This is seen as neces -

sary for both the direc tion of the answers to these ques tions, as well as the recov ery of

the rele vance of polit i cal action in our soci ety. That applies espe cially to the Euro pean

Project. We have had half a century to achieve the main goals of this process of unifi -

ca tion: recon cil i a tion, recon struc tion, free dom, protec tion against abso lut ist ideol o -

gies, enlarg ing of our pros per ity, and over the last twenty years the heal ing of our

conti nent. Those achieve ments were accom pa nied by a grad ual enlarge ment and

strength en ing of the Euro pean insti tu tions.

But in our century it does not suffice anymore to limit the Euro pean debate to this

process of strength en ing by only refer ring to this past. Then the insti tu tions become

goals instead of means. That at least partially explains the distance many citi zens have

towards a more inten sive unifi ca tion in Europe, even some times towards unifi ca tion

as such.

Europe, more than any other large polit i cal project, needs a clear connec tion to the 

contem po rary chal lenges and choices with which citi zens and soci et ies are faced. Even 

the redis cov ery of Europe’s indis pens abil ity as a protec tion against the insta bil ity of

inter na tional finan cial and economic devel op ments does not render super flu ous a

discus sion on what kind of Europe we want to achieve and on which values this

Europe will be founded. To the contrary, as I have explained at several occa sions, the

finan cial crisis has every thing to do with moral ity, values, and our view of man and

soci ety. There fore, reflec tion on Europe deserves a clear deep en ing to this twofold

ques tion: what are the foun da tional values of the Europe of the 21st century, and what

type of Euro pean soci ety do we aspire? The answer to this twofold ques tion deter -

mines the iden tity of our conti nent, and our unity.

It is the process of glob al iza tion that confronts us with choices, because this

process forces itself upon us with an almost irre vers ible power, and also with oppor tu -

ni ties and threats. It asks at least that we choose what we want to keep in the inev i ta ble

moderni sa tion and change, what we want to strengthen, and what we do not want to

adopt. Our economic system and how we treat the envi ron ment; the struc ture of busi -

ness, and the role of soci ety; culture and archi tec ture, and the place of the family and

the dignity of the human person; the organi sa tion of global secu rity and the banish ing

poverty; these, and many other issues, fill the agenda of the future.

For decades, the author of this essay, Jos van Gennip, has occu pied himself with
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these issues, with these ques tions behind the polit i cal ques tions. This essay is a plea for

open ness towards new devel op ments and oppor tu ni ties, and at the same time, for a

conscious selec tion of those things that should be preserved and of guides that should

lead to new balances and new posi tions, based on fixed values. That is why I greatly

appre ci ate this effort to deepen the Euro pean debate, though we need not always share 

his conclu sions. It is a broad effort for a new orien ta tion in this debate. It is in the first

place a plea for a new debate in Europe with the start ing ques tion: what is our Euro -

pean iden tity and what does that mean for the big social, cultural, polit i cal, and

economic choices?

“An intro duc tion to the debate,” the author writes on the title page. An intro duc -

tion that is addressed to a new gener a tion which grew up less accus tomed to the rela -

tion ship between Europe and values. A new gener a tion that still feels attracted to the

inspi ra tion and tradi tion out of which Chris tian Demo crats have built Europe. But

also a gener a tion that needs a guide to these sources of inspi ra tion, to the history of

the Euro pean unifi ca tion, and espe cially for the rele vance of this inspi ra tion for the

topi cal polit i cal and social dilem mas. Efforts such as this deserve there fore our

support, both in the older member states of Europe, as well as in the coun tries that

joined more recently and in the neigh bour ing coun tries that recog nise that they are

also part of the one European history.

There fore, I hope that this intro duc tion will be a reason for many to study further

the themes that surface in this essay. Liter a ture study, semi nars, and courses are neces -

sary to feed the polit i cal beliefs on which Europe was built, and on which also the new

choices and balances can be based that give content to the tasks and respon si bil i ties of

current Euro pean politics.

Jan Peter Balkenende

Prime Minis ter of The Neth er lands
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Intro duc tion

The cru cial turn ing point in the de bate on the di rec tion of the Eu ro pean uni fi -

ca tion pro cess took place in the sec ond half of the eight ies. Thirty years af ter the foun -

da tion of the Eu ro pean Com mu ni ties as func tional pro jects – the in ter weav ing of

econ o mies; the co or di na tion of pol i cies on a lim ited num ber of is sues; food se cu rity for 

the cit i zens of all mem ber states — came the be gin ning of an un der stand ing that the di -

rec tion and pol icy choices of the Eu ro pean so ci et ies and com mu ni ties should be the

real sub jects of the uni fi ca tion pro cess. That aware ness grew stron ger and stron ger in

the years that fol lowed. Pre ven tion of war and rec on cil i a tion — the dream of

Schuman — had been achieved as the pri mary goal, no ta bly, by the par a dox i cal pre -

con di tion of the su pra-na tion ali sa tion of the coal and steel com plex. Af ter the

anti-com mu nist cru sade with its strong doc trinal im pe tus of the Cath o lic Church, the

de fence against the new to tal i tar i an ism be came unsurpassable by the newly ac quired

wealth - thanks to our suc cess ful eco nomic re cov ery and de vel op ments. Star va tion and 

hun ger, and their rem i nis cences, were washed away in the sur pluses of milk, wheat,

meat and wine. The func tional goals of the uni fi ca tion pro cess had been achieved and,

to wards the end of the eight ies, even more than that.... 

So, the end of the process, the resto ra tion of stabil ity and for the rest — busi ness

as usual?

For some pioneers and philos o phers, such as Romano Guardini, the Euro pean

Project had always been much broader and deeper than the offi cial functionalities,

much more than preven tion, than defence, or even recon cil i a tion. In their view,

Europe should be the embodi ment of certain values and their trans la tion into a

specific social order. That order should, at the same time, be power ful enough to

ensure an appro pri ate income for its partic i pants and their secu rity on one hand, and

create the social, polit i cal and even cultural precon di tions for free dom, cohe sion and

respon si bil ity on the other. Central to this approach was the percep tion of a Euro pean 

iden tity, in which compas sion, respon si bil ity, human dignity, free dom and respect for

tradi tion and for the fabric of soci ety were essen tial. Respect for the family, reli gious

insti tu tions, common and shared values and a strong civil soci ety kept that fabric
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together — a process achieved with out the rejec tion of moder nity in terms of urbani -

sa tion, indus trial is ation, tech no log i cal prog ress and social mobil ity, but also with out a

radi cal rupture of the insti tu tions and the social struc tures of the past. That was, in the 

view of such think ers as Romano Guardini,1 Jacques Maritain,2 Emman uel Mounier,3

Oswald von Nell Breuning,4 the ideal of a new post-war Europe, sadder and wiser after 

being raped by total i tar i an ism, nearly devas tated by war and alien ated from its own

roots by nihil ism and mate ri al ism. Indi vid u al ism and human ism, inspired by deep

Chris tian, — mostly Cath o lic — convic tions, were the beacons for a better and recog -

nis able world.

But, however appeal ing this approach might have been for some, it did not succeed 

in carry ing the decade forward after the fall of the Berlin Wall, when the need for a

radi cal new foun da tion of the Euro pean Project became essen tial. Certainly, some

elements of this value- and iden tity-based vision of Europe have been trans lated into

concrete polit i cal and socio-economic concepts. The rejec tion of the class strug gle, for 

exam ple, as well as of the fully free market is an approach accepted in most of the

Euro pean coun tries. Social dialogue, a social market econ omy with protected labour

rights and a recog ni tion of the stake holders rights rather than the share hold ers

prerog a tive are the char ac ter is tics of a — still? — recog nis able Rhineland model. The

over whelm ing engage ment towards the heal ing of Europe — in its double

sense — can be explained as an expres sion of a concept of Europe that is more than

just an economic or a secu rity project; and the same can be said about the new drive,

embod ied in the Euro pean Consen sus, that the Union should play a much more

distinct role in combat ing world poverty. And last but not least, the focus on human

rights and human dignity under scores the fact that much more is at stake than

economic growth and the pres er va tion of pros per ity.

However, the confus ing debate on the accep tance of a Leitkultur, and espe cially the 

unwill ing ness of a major ity of Euro pean nations to describe the Euro pean iden tity in

terms of its reli gious roots or to accept a Euro pean iden tity at all, demon strates our

bewil der ment.

Whilst this confu sion will have dire conse quences for the contin u a tion and inten -
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si fi ca tion of the Euro pean project, there is an even more impor tant ques tion mark.

The mate rial and spir i tual trends in our soci et ies are of such a ruptural nature that

they pose a press ing and ines cap able chal lenge as to the kind of soci ety we want to

shape, choose, or avoid. How do we deal with the new polit i cal, soci etal, economic,

ecolog i cal, cultural and ethi cal dilem mas? What are the guid ing prin ci ples for making

such choices?

Some say that the age of ideol o gies is over. And indeed, the times of closed and

largely oppres sive ideo log i cal systems is over, but does that mean that human ity can

do with out the beacons, the instru ments and the route plan ners on the way to a

preferred soci ety, and preferred to what?

The magni tude of the devel op ments and trends in our soci et ies at the begin ning of

the 21st century seem to be so over whelm ing that a mere repe ti tion of the guid ing prin -

ci ples of the Chris tian social tradi tion is insuf fi cient to provide the appro pri ate answer 

at the appro pri ate time to the over arch ing ques tion: what kind of soci ety do we want

to live in? And to that other ques tion: why would we want to continue our work on an

own, iden ti fi able Euro pean project?

Those ques tions do close the circle: First, what kind of soci ety do we want to foster 

as an answer to the automatisms of trends and prevail ing devel op ments; and if we have 

answered that ques tion, then that gives rise to the intrin si cally linked other ques tion:

what space, what room do we need to protect our concepts and the tran scrip tion of

our values into soci etal real i ties? And the answer to that ques tion espe cially consti -

tutes the new foun da tion for the contin u a tion of the Euro pean project as the own

space of citi zens in the process of globalisation, or, in other words, as the formu la tion

of condi tions and crite ria by which we wish to partic i pate in that process.

A route plan ner does not work by only insert ing the desti na tion, or even by indi -

cat ing limi ta tions and restric tions; a route plan ner is effi cient primar ily because of its

abil ity to gauge the real i ties on the ground. And it is exactly the combi na tion of this

under stand ing of the signs of our time together with a new and fresh knowl edge of the 

beacons — the guid ing prin ci ples and values — on the way to our choices that can

direct and redi rect, inspire and differ en ti ate our polit i cal and social pref er ences.

Enabling inter ested members of a new gener a tion across Europe to install their

preferred route comprises the basis of this effort to develop a kind of compen dium on

the current dilem mas of Euro pean soci ety, its history and perspec tive.
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Revo lu tion ary devel op ments in our social circum stances and values

It is prob a bly not the era of doc trines, ide ol o gies and val ues based choices that is

over, but the time of the pre fab ri cated norms which model the so ci etal pro cesses and to 

which these de vel op ments would have to com ply. In fact, the re verse is true. Ap ply the

in duc tive meth od ol ogy: start ing not with ser mons and blue prints, but open ing your

eyes to what is re ally go ing on, and then ask ing your self: is this what we want with all its

ram i fi ca tions?

Open your eyes but be aware that rarely in history have such far-reach ing changes

or ruptures taken place in such a short period of time. Instead of assum ing that 1989

would have brought us some rest, some space to manoeuvre, or some time to just work 

on the enlarge ment and the deep en ing of the Euro pean Project, we have to face the

real ity of being confronted with such an accel er ated process of breath tak ing changes

and chal lenges that we can barely grasp their momen tum and scope.

Compare it to the impact of the inven tion of the steam engine in England after the

Napo le onic wars. Just this one mate rial inven tion dramat i cally changed the economic

and social land scape first of Great Brit ain, then of the conti nent and then the rest of

the world. However, in terms of reli gious convic tions and ethi cal patterns — at least in 

the first few decades — the fabric of soci ety did not change essen tially.

Lately, there have been a number of tech no log i cal break throughs with the same

impact as the steam engine — namely, devel op ments in the area of ICT, commu ni ca -

tions, medi cine, genet ics, procre ation, food produc tion, etc.- but, and that is the real

revo lu tion ary dimen sion, there has also been a histor i cally unprec e dented rupture in

the percep tions, the convic tions, the values and the cultural back grounds of our citi -

zens. It is exactly that unique combi na tion of mate rial and value shifts that creates this

revo lu tion ary change.

The mate rial changes include not only tech no log i cal devel op ments and inno va -

tions, but also demo graphic changes, the influx of immi grants with completely differ -

ent cultural back grounds, and economic globalisation. Concom i tantly, there has also

been, at least in West ern Europe, an irre vers ible process of secu lar is ation, of eman ci -

pa tion, of social mobil ity, of the ‘monetarisation’ of the soci ety and culture, of indi -
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vidu ali sation; and, maybe also, of self-reali sa tion as the ulti mate ideal of the human

being.

It goes with out saying that there is a strong inter de pen dency between the mate rial

changes and the spir i tual, cultural, and soci etal devel op ments — the sexual revo lu tion, 

for instance — and signal ling these devel op ments does not neces sar ily imply a impos -

ing nega tive conno ta tion on them as such. What is being asserted here is the extreme

degree of discon ti nu ity in and rupture of nearly all dimen sions of soci ety, life and

percep tions. And, obvi ously, we are only at the begin ning of this process.

Under these circum stances, efforts to estab lish the blue prints of a soci ety and of

social and polit i cal action to format devel op ments accord ing to a precon ceived scheme 

and fixed moral prin ci ples are clearly futile. What is needed, first and fore most, is an

aware ness of what is really going on: what is the impact of the mate rial changes from

mankind’s poten tial to destroy with one stroke the entirety of Creation to bring ing an

end to world poverty and hunger for the first time in history, from the abuse of the

infor ma tion tech niques to control every human being to detect ing and denounc ing

the viola tion of the human rights of any of our six billion global co-citi zens.

As far as the spir i tual changes are concerned, we have to be acutely aware of the

conse quences of the phenom e non of a broad and sweep ing secu lar is ation and the

result ing loss of ethi cal consen sus on the mean ing of life and the human condi tion.

And yet, despite the moral vacuum, we see indi vid u als make a conscious deci sion to

adhere to a partic u lar reli gious convic tion or insti tu tion regard less of tradi tion, envi -

ron ment, or autom a tism. And another exam ple: don’t we need to reflect on the whole

of the eman ci pa tion process, which rightly enables women to fully develop their own

capa bil i ties, but also frequently over bur dens them with the combi na tion of their

“tradi tional” tasks and their new profes sional obli ga tions. Does n’t that have an impact 

on how we should perceive the career aspi ra tions of part ners and the clas si cal rhythm

of some one’s life pattern?  

And the most strik ing is the inter face between mate rial and value changes: what is

common in a multi cul tural soci ety, where tradi tions and convic tions differ, but where

one has to make new choices in nearly all areas of one’s personal life and in the orien -

ta tion and prior i ties of soci ety and poli tics. Take, for instance, the medi cal break -

throughs and their ethi cal impli ca tions in a soci ety where there is no longer any

consen sus on ethi cal norms. The devel op ment of a contra cep tive pill belongs to the

mate rial changes while the differ ing views on pre-mari tal and extra-mari tal sex can be

attrib uted to the shift in values, and it is the inter face of both which causes a revo lu -

tion, in this case, the sexual one. 
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There fore, commu ni ca tions and lessons on the orien ta tion of soci ety, of poli tics

and of Europe should start with a profound knowl edge about what is really going on,

both at home and in the world at large. The catch words of contem po rary devel op -

ments are still diffi cult to find, but could be indi cated by such terms as globalisation

and ‘technologisation’ on the one hand, and eman ci pa tion and ‘indi vidu ali sation’, on

the other. First, we need to get acquainted with this knowl edge before posing the next

ques tion: are these trends, these threats, these oppor tu ni ties what we really want, how

can we correct them, and in which direc tion can we chan nel them? The civili sa tion

mission today has to cope with precisely these new real i ties.
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Respon si bil ity and Confron ta tion

Pure op ti mism is not the cen tral char ac ter is tic of our think ing. Trends and

new de vel op ments have to be ana lysed and scru ti nised on the cri te rion: will they harm

or ben e fit that which we con sider ad van ta geous for in di vid u als per sons and so ci ety?

Do tech no log i cal break throughs bring de struc tion and overexploitation, un der scor ing 

the po si tion of the al ready pow er ful or do they con trib ute to the qual ity of life, to sav ing 

nat u ral re sources and to fos ter ing the par tic i pa tion of the mar gin al ised? Does in di vid -

u al ism break up so ci et ies, end vol un tary work and care, or…? Does multi cul tur al ism

cause alien ation, an tag o nism and ghettoisation, or…?

Pessi mism is not an option either: along with Saint Augus tine, we do not believe

that the times are bad “because we are the times” and we can change trends and devel -

op ments for the better. The central char ac ter is tic of our think ing is much more: it is

respon si bil ity — respon si bil ity towards ourselves, our fellow human beings, our soci -

ety, towards our earth and Creation.

But if respon si bil ity demands action, inter ven tion and selec tion — in other words, 

confron ta tion with our ideas about the good life and the good soci ety — the central

ques tion then is what are the ideas, convic tions and values that are the subject of this

confron ta tion?

A thor ough study, in this sense, of the dilem mas of the Euro pean soci ety should

not limit itself to a perspec tive of contem po rary changes, trends and devel op ments. It

should enable the partic i pants to confront these trends with the central ques tion: is

this what we would like to see happen? Answer ing that ques tion demands more than

intu ition, more than senti ments and feel ings. It demands the expli ca tion of our central

values as the embodi ment of what we perceive as the char ac ter is tics of a good soci ety.  

Our opin ion as to what consti tutes a good soci ety will be subjec tive to a certain

degree. But that is not the same as being arbi trary. All major world reli gions encom -

pass values and orien ta tions which make a distinc tion between bad and good: from

paren tal respon si bil i ties to not wast ing food, from protect ing life to being just; from

respect for the elderly and parents to honour ing prom ises and cove nants, etc. In differ -

ent cultures and tradi tions, these values are worked out and spec i fied.
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In the Euro pean Judeo-Chris tian-clas si cal and human is tic tradi tion, we have

inher ited a number of values and orien ta tions that can be, and should be, beacons and

guide lines for the good soci ety and for indi vid ual behav iour. These values are often

incor po rated into the basic prin ci ples and programmes of polit i cal parties and social

move ments. The specific appeal of the Chris tian social move ments and tradi tions lies

in the follow ing values:

» human dignity

» justice

» soli dar ity

» respon si bil ity

» recon cil i a tion

» subsidiarity

» free dom

» stew ard ship

» secu rity

The prior ity, the inter pre ta tion and even the summing up will differ from person to

person accord ing to the expe ri ences, the history and chal lenges of a partic u lar soci ety

and indi vid ual convic tion. It is because they are a trans la tion of a central convic tion

that there are a number of values that are, in essence, indis pens able for a soci ety which 

is respect ful and fosters the concept of human dignity, the value of human commu ni -

ties and the need to protect Creation. There fore, in a given era, certain values will take

prece dence: for exam ple, after the second World War, recon cil i a tion was highly

valued in West ern Europe while in post commu nist Central Europe free dom and

justice came to the fore front.

Other values or guid ing prin ci ples were also placed in the lime light. The rele vance

of the prin ci ple of subsidiarity, the auton omy of civil soci ety and the recog ni tion that

higher levels of gover nance should not take over func tions which could be performed

at lower levels — albeit less valued in the recon struc tion and peace-keep ing phase in

Europe — became evident to Chris tians and non-Chris tians alike in the debate on the

compe ten cies of the Euro pean Union versus the Member States.

The prob lem with current social and polit i cal discourse is that there seems to be a

certain fatigue in refer ring to these values and prin ci ples. Prag ma tism, common sense

and no-nonsense seem to be adequate for making the rele vant polit i cal and soci etal

choices. More so, when these debates are carried out in a media domi nated land scape

where there is little room for philo soph i cal debates on values and prin ci ples. And
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indeed, in the past, sermons and slogans had too often substi tuted the neces sary

debate on actual chal lenges, trends and oppor tu ni ties.

There fore, not only will Central and East ern Europe have to catch up with half a

century of forced neglect and silenc ing of these values, but West ern Europe as well

needs a neces sary correc tion of the volun tary neglect of and indif fer ence to these

values and doctrines in the last four decades.

In this context, there is a press ing need to raise aware ness of the mean ing of the

values summed up above and confront ing these values with the trends and devel op -

ments as outlined in the previ ous chap ter. Every indi vid ual should have access to the

instru ments whereby the values inscribed in the concept of “the good soci ety” and

“the common good’ can be ques tioned, chal lenged or embraced.
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Just theory? The prac ti cal mean ing of values and inspi ra tion for soci etal and

polit i cal choices in the 20th and 21st century

Aban don ing the so cial rel e vance of our val ues, the re flec tion on them and

the con fron ta tion with the in exora bil ity of our con tem po rary trends de prives us of a vi -

sion of our so ci ety which over comes the chal lenges and gives a lon ger-term ob jec tive

to our so cial and po lit i cal en gage ments and choices. Un for tu nately, our so ci ety and our 

ed u ca tional in sti tu tions, in clud ing ac a de mia and the me dia, pay scant at ten tion to this

di men sion so prom i nent in other times of cri ses. 

The confu sion in the debate on the compe ten cies of the Euro pean Union was

obvi ously needed to redis cover the rele vance of the prin ci ple of subsidiarity; Robert

Bellah’s research on the “Good Soci ety”5 in Berke ley and Amitai Etzioni’s6 stud ies on

soci ety and commu nity in Wash ing ton were neces sary for reviv ing the signif i cance of

“social capi tal” and “commu nity” and the trans la tion of such values as subsidiarity,

soli dar ity and justice at the level of soci ety. Indeed, it was mostly in the course of the

confron ta tion of the Anglo Saxon world with the effects of fully free market devel op -

ments, the no-nonsense approach, the prag matic fixing of soci etal prob lems, that this

redis cov ery of the need for, and the guid ing capa bil i ties of, these kinds of values and

prin ci ples happened. Liberal, but “hidden Chris tian” soci ol o gists, pasto ral letters on

“poverty” (US Bish ops) and “the common good” (UK bish ops) demon strated the

need for “a moral isa tion” of the socio-economic debate and, at the same time, the rele -

vance in our times of these wisdoms and reflec tions.

At the end of the 19th and during the first half of the 20th century, the rele vance and

meaningfulness of the confron ta tion between trends and automatisms in

socio-economic devel op ments with values and prin ci ples became clear. The growth of 

proletarianism, the rat race to provide mini mal labour costs, rural exodus and a grow -

ing gap in income between the rich est and the poor est were the price of prog ress and

pros per ity, at least in the eyes of a consid er able number of entre pre neurs and econ o -
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mists, and, follow ing in their suit, poli ti cians. (It has to be noted that some conser va -

tives of those days had strong reser va tions against it because the new poverty and the

new wealth created differ ences in the new century far greater than the feudal and aris -

to cratic eras had demon strated.) And on the other side, there was the “unavoidability”

of the class strug gle: the economic devel op ments with the same subse quent growth of

proletarianism and rural impov er ish ment created the condi tions for such a strug gle

and the ulti mate victory of labour over capi tal.

But then the Chris tian social doctrines and teach ings brought in a completely

differ ent concept: yes, there was oppres sion of the labour class; yes, there were grave

injus tices; yes, there was “the archi tec tonic defi cit in the build ing of the soci ety” (cf.

Abra ham Kuyper) but the requi site repair did not demand an anni hi la tion of capi tal,

prop erty and the fabric of soci ety, rather a recon cil i a tion between these two defin ing

elements, a recon cil i a tion and a dialogue, a surpass ing of the antith e sis between

labour and capi tal. The strong appeal of this message — moder nity, change, prog ress,

indus trial is ation, free market compat i ble with justice, stabil ity, respect for soci ety and

tradi tion — became the blue print for exten sive histor i cal reforms in the domain of

econom ics and social secu rity in a number of (West) Euro pean coun tries and formed

the basis of the so-called Rhineland model.

The catch words were: the cohe sion of soci ety instead of grow ing gaps and differ -

ences; common good instead of group inter ests; the impor tance of iden tity, tradi tion

and culture; the combi na tion of social secu rity with personal/indi vid ual respon si bil -

ity. Names could be attached to these concepts, namely, Pope Leo XIII, Abra ham

Kuyper, Don Sturzo, Von Nell Breuning, Van Zeeland, Cobbenhagen, Aalberse.

Again, in the second half of the last century, the confron ta tion between the mostly

harsh real i ties and trends in the soci ety with the defin ing values of our civili sa tion and

our convic tion proved to be extremely fruit ful. We have already referred exten sively to 

the notion of peace and recon cil i a tion. This notion ended or chan nelled better the

concept of nation al ism which had brought disas ter to Europe for so many centu ries.

Here, it was not so much the abso lute choice between exalt ing the national iden tity

(with its subse quent revenge agenda) and embrac ing US style feder al ism. It was more

the prin ci ple of subsidiarity together with the prin ci ple of forgive ness and recon cil i a -

tion which laid the foun da tions for one of the histor i cally most strik ing socio-polit i cal

projects, that of the Euro pean unifi ca tion.

The previ ous academic, eccle si as ti cal, economic and polit i cal gener a tion built the

bridges for a number of other wise insep a ra ble gaps:
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» The balance between human rights and national sover eignty. The Decla ra tion

of Human Rights was the prod uct of a concept of the human person and

human dignity, which accord ing to Prof. René Rémond (Académie Française)

had its trace able links and roots in the Chris tian vision of the unique ness of

every person, and it is no wonder that Jacques Maritain was one of its central

authors. (And yet, in current refer ences and liter a ture, the Decla ra tion of

Human Rights is seen as being opposed to Chris tian values.)

» A balance between urban and rural economic perspec tives and, simul ta neously, 

a balance between food secu rity and free inter na tional trade. (This balance was

distorted after the protec tion and subven tion system of agri cul tural produc tion 

became outdated in its actual form.) It was, in a certain sense, the trans la tion of

such values as the right to food as a basic human provi sion and the prin ci ple of

soli dar ity. (Access to food should not be deter mined totally by market forces.)

» A balance between social secu rity and indi vid ual respon si bil ity. Post-war

Europe with its vast poverty and mass destruc tion was tempted by the notion

of the strong collec tiv isa tion of the econ omy and the level ling of incomes.

Although strongly open to the notion of soli dar ity and justice, Chris tian social

think ers also put forward the notion of indi vid ual respon si bil ity, whilst making

provi sions for entre pre neur ship and acquir ing prop erty. This was a deli cate

balance in situ a tions where a month off due to illness or jobless ness meant

poverty for oneself and one’s family. So, social secu rity in combi na tion with

protec tion for fami lies became a corner stone of this think ing together with

incen tives for saving, paying insur ance premi ums and facil i tat ing the

acqui si tion of one’s own home.

» And above all the concept of the human person — not as a hyper-indi vid ual but 

with strong ties and respon si bil i ties to its commu nity and soci ety, but neither

as part of a collec tive unity. And hence, the rejec tion of collec tiv isa tion.

» Last but not least, the accep tance of moder nity, tech nol ogy and economic

prog ress on one hand and respect for tradi tion, iden tity and, again, the fabric of 

soci ety on the other.

So, in post-war Europe, the signa ture of Chris tian social think ing became discern ible

in the devel op ment of our soci et ies, in the defence against new totalitarianisms and in

the forg ing of the new supra-national formula. What were mere theo ret i cal notions,

in the eyes of some prag ma tists, became, with the right under stand ing and in confron -

ta tion with the real trends and devel op ments, creative instru ments for the humani sa -

tion of the soci ety.
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Once more, soci ety in the 21st century, two gener a tions after the Second World

War, is confronted with grave dilem mas and the temp ta tion to just accept the

unavoidability of certain trends and devel op ments.

Will globalisation lead to a rat race to the bottom between nations: who will

produce the cheap est goods and services; who will own and sell their natu ral

resources, vital for the survival of the rest of the world, to the high est bidder? Who

will domi nate, with their monop o lis tic knowl edge and commu ni ca tions systems, the

global infor ma tion, finan cial and even spir i tual and cultural systems? Will the global

secu rity system contin u ally be held hostage by terror ists or specific inter est groups or

by one super power, or are there alter na tives of justice, peace and power shar ing?

All these ques tions have to be tack led in these decades and the central issue is,

whether or not there will be, once again, a tool kit of concepts and values which is

usable in the fight against these socio-economic, polit i cal, cultural and secu rity trends, 

in order to lead them in another direc tion in favour of a global civili sa tion which

deserves the pred i cate “human”.

This new confron ta tion derives its revo lu tion ary dimen sion not only from that

over arch ing phenom e non of globalisation in all its dimen sions, but also from an

histor i cally unseen rift in human devel op ment: the unprec e dented process of secu lar -

is ation in West ern Europe, which goes as far as the denial of the mark of Chris tian

inspi ra tion on history, socio-polit i cal reforms and civili sa tion of our conti nent, in

other words of our iden tity. Over com ing the prag ma tists or the defeat ists in their

accep tance of the unavoidability of the trends at the begin ning of the last century or

with the recov ery of post-war Europe was already compli cated enough, deal ing with

the broad-based cyni cism and aver sion to tran scen dent values of today will be much

more diffi cult.
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Could the trian gle work again? — the agenda for the 21st century

In chap ter 2, we tried to give an in di ca tion of the far-reach ing con se quences of

the new rev o lu tion of the 21st cen tury. But we are more than ob serv ers. The cru cial

ques tion for re spon si ble hu man be ings in this cen tury is whether or not we are will ing

to con front the new trends with our in spi ra tion and prin ci ples and then to change the

automatisms and the prob a bil i ties. The tri an gle: what is re ally go ing on; what are our

val ues and cri te ria; and how can we con ceive and stim u late changes in or der to make

what is go ing on com pat i ble with our ideals?

a)The new so cio-cul tu ral chal lenge

In the 20th century, the Chris tian social think ing was primar ily rele vant for the

socio-economic choices. One of the nota ble differ ences in our days is another rele -

vance: the cultural dimen sion of our life and soci ety in a broad sense. Helmut Kohl

and Helmut Schmidt, both former chan cel lors of Germany, in a double inter view in

Die Zeit, expressed the belief that the domi nance of the socio-economic dilemma of

the 20th century would be substi tuted in this century by the socio-cultural chal lenge.7 A

lead ing Dutch Chris tian demo cratic thinker, Herman Wijffels, is of the same opin ion.

» Globalisation and iden tity. Indeed, the first issue is the ques tion whether there is

still room for one’s own iden tity in a world which is char ac ter ised largely by a

grow ing global domi nance of one uniform culture. Features of that mass

culture are hedo nis tic, even over-sexualised, secu lar, commer cial, urban,

indi vid u al is tic and focussed on self-reali sa tion. The reac tion in certain

tradi tional cultures and reli gious commu ni ties is a strong rejec tion not only of

this culture, but also of its vehi cles: moderni sa tion and globalisation. Once

more: in our polit i cal and soci etal choices, we are pres sur ized into either

embrac ing this aggres sive, some say impe ri al is tic, moderni sa tion or clos ing the

windows to the outside world. Some times some reli gious lead ers summon us
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to defend ourselves actively against that culture, even to attack. The central

ques tion, however, is whether or not we can create a balance between the link

with a global culture on the one hand, and create space for our own iden tity, on 

the other. This consti tutes the core of the new debate about the iden tity of

Europe, its features, and its civili sa tion. It is also the new justi fi ca tion of the

unifi ca tion project. We are just at the start of this process: is the new global

culture compat i ble with our ideas about the rela tion ship between national

iden tity and supra nation al ity; about the rela tion of the cultural versus the

commer cial domain; about rural and urban areas and urban sprawl and

land scape protec tion; about the remu ner a tion of the market sector vis-à-vis the

public sector; about state broad cast ing and commer cial media; the future of

national languages and the promo tion of cultural produc tions which are not

commer cially prof it able, etc. How can we trans late the prin ci ple of subsidiarity

into an iden ti fi able Euro pean soci ety? How do we contrib ute to and be part of

both a global humane soci ety and a Union that remains capa ble of making its

own social and cultural choices?

» Moder nity and tradi tion. What is rele vant for our conti nent is, in a differ ent way, 

rele vant also for the indi vid ual and the commu nity. Are the actual

socio-cultural devel op ments compat i ble with our vision of human dignity, the

sense of commu nity, the respect for the weak, the elderly and the specific

features of our soci et ies as we cher ish them? How do we really combine

tech no log i cal prog ress with respect for natu ral devel op ments and

non-inter ven tions? How do we empower adoles cents not to consume, or not to 

sepa rate sex from love? Do we want to keep Sunday special and do we want to

preserve a rhythm of the year which is inspired by the crucial moments in the

life of Christ? Do we believe that consum ing, borrow ing and spend ing is a

precon di tion for a healthy, happy modern soci ety or is there an alter na tive of

saving and sober ness? How do we achieve all this while simul ta neously

accept ing the bene fits of eman ci pa tion, social mobil ity and access to mate rial

resources, which moder nity can bring about? The answers to these ques tions

should be given not only at the indi vid ual level but should also be trans lated

into cultural patterns and even legis la tive provi sions.

» Multi cul tur al ism and social coher ence. In most West ern Euro pean and in a

number of Central Euro pean coun tries, the compo si tion of the post-war

popu la tion has changed dramat i cally and will continue to do so. Consid er able
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minor i ties and, in certain urban areas, major i ties comprise immi grants or

chil dren of immi grants with completely differ ent cultural and reli gious

back grounds. More over, in a paral lel devel op ment, the “tradi tional” major ity

has largely relin quished its own old reli gious convic tions and is even doubt ful

of the char ac ter is tics of its own cultural iden tity. In other words: Old Europe is

faced with a double dilemma: are we still a Chris tian conti nent and part of a

Chris tian civili sa tion, the Chris tian Evening Land, or are we

a — cultur ally — empty immi gra tion area? ‘Christliches Abendland oder leeres

Einwanderungsgebiet?’  to quote the title of a semi nar of the Quandt Foun da tion. 

And there is another dilemma in this context: are there enough bridges and

bind ing values between the differ ent segments of a popu la tion to main tain at

least some form of social cohe sion? Or, in the words of a semi nar of Socires, do

we have public squares or isolated ghet tos (“Getto’s en Pleinen”). Main tain ing,

restor ing, strength en ing social cohe sion will prob a bly become the most

far-reach ing chal lenge for the decades to come, accom pa nied by ques tions as to 

the char ac ter is tics of such a cohe sion, such a soci ety? Will there be assim i la tion 

of the immi grant popu la tion? Will this assim i la tion be based on an accep tance

of their differ ent cultural and reli gious back grounds with their behav ioural and

public expres sions and respect ing their own iden tity whilst trying to forge

common bonds, or will it advo cate the need not for assim i la tion but for

adap ta tion and foster the recog ni tion of a Leitkultur, a domi nant culture which

is char ac ter ised by the Euro pean history and its reli gious roots? Cardi nal

Danneels sees the key solu tion in the devel op ment of a “Euro pean” Islam,

which would enable the adher ents to remain inspired by their own reli gious

convic tion, but would also steer them towards accept ing the main

char ac ter is tics of our culture such as gender equal ity, sepa ra tion of the Church

and State, democ racy and regu lar engage ment as respon si ble citi zens: in other

words, multi cul tur al ism and social cohe sion.8

» Indi vidu ali sation and commu nity. Another socio-cultural dilemma with

far-reach ing conse quences is the trend towards hyper indi vidu ali sation, or in

other words, the denial or marginalisation of commu nity ties and bonds.

Life long mari tal rela tion is under pres sure as is inte gra tion in a local
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commu nity or neigh bour hood. Or volun teer work and service deriv ing from

respect for social insti tu tions. However, indi vidu ali sation is not just a trend

which can be reversed or even should be, because it is also an expres sion of self

reali sa tion and can also be an opti mi sa tion of one’s own capa bil i ties and

talents. On the other hand, human soci ety needs bind ing and stable

insti tu tions, volun tary and public service; chil dren need stable fami lies; the

public sector needs respon si ble, some times even self less service. Recog ni tion

of the indis pens abil ity of commu nity partic i pa tion, of the convic tion that self

reali sa tion is only possi ble in rela tion to others and their commu ni ties and

insti tu tions, and that insti tu tions and fellow human beings are in need of ideals, 

service, fidel ity in order to keep the soci ety humane. The specific tension

between the ideal of self reali sa tion and mari tal bonds are symbolic of this

contem po rary dilemma, and the break down of such a high percent age of

marriages today underscores this general challenge of our days.

» Personal auton omy and ethi cal consen sus. The combi na tion of secu lar is ation and

increas ing personal auton omy and indi vid u al ism has created strong tensions in

the public debate on ethi cal regu la tions. From abor tion to eutha na sia,

marriages between same sex part ners and human genetic engi neer ing, from

biotech nol ogy in general to animal protec tion, from divorce to paren tal

respon si bil i ties, from pornog ra phy to pros ti tu tion, from privacy protec tion to

the use of DNA in the cure for hered i tary diseases and the break through of

new (bio) tech nol o gies come exactly at a time when consen sus amongst

citi zens about ethi cal issues is prac ti cally non-exis tent. But lawmak ers and

poli ti cians have to decide whether they wish to pursue to the prin ci ple of

lais sez-faire, or whether there should be, at least some soci etal agree ment on

the use and limi ta tions of new tech niques, and on the future and place of

insti tu tions born out of our tradi tions and convic tions, such as marriage. For a

number of Chris tian social think ers and poli ti cians, this leads to choices which

are not compat i ble with the clas si cal right–left schemes of the 20th century. One 

can be progres sive in socio-economic poli cies and simul ta neously, conser va tive 

in ethi cal ques tions. But in a major ity of our coun tries the central issue at stake

is: do we accept certain common values or should we restrict ourselves to just

proce dural approaches, which guar an tee the volun tary choice in free dom of the 

indi vid ual, even in the most impor tant choices of life and death?

» Moneti sa tion and the mean ing of life. Another trend with far-reach ing
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conse quences is the reduc tion of the mean ing and sense of life to income

gener a tion and success in busi ness. It is right that the former pris ons of class

poverty have been broken down and that wealth and pros per ity are no longer

the priv i lege of the upper class or fami lies of nobil ity. It is right that soci ety

offers pros pects for talented, hard work ing and entre pre neur ial people. But

social esteem, respect and sense of life have been strongly reduced to level of

incomes, prof its and profes sional success. Even soci et ies char ac ter ised by “the

embar rass ment of the riches”, such as the Dutch Calvin is tic one, are nowa days

replete with osten ta tious wealth and exhi bi tion of luxury. Even more seri ous is

the under es ti ma tion of profes sions and services, which are vital for a humane

soci ety, but are non-market related, such as nurs ing, teach ing, volun tary work,

civil service, etc. The pref er ence for jobs and careers that provide quick, easy

and abun dant rewards dras ti cally erodes public and social services. More over,

the explo sion of wealth and income among a select few, and some times

unde served, causes social unrest and dissat is fac tion. Although in the Chris tian

social tradi tion, the pref er ence for level ling off all incomes and redis trib ut ing

wealth is not enun ci ated, there is a strong impe tus towards the restric tion of

income differ ences, for foster ing prop erty owner ship among broad circles of

the popu la tion (not nation ali sa tion) and against over spend ing and

over-consum ing, at least in the Rhineland Model. And there is, above all, a high 

esteem for social service, for consid er ing some public func tions, such as

poli tics, a voca tion (Jean Paul II) and the engage ment on behalf of the need i est

and weak est. The stron gest elements of the Euro pean civili sa tion will come

under pres sure if we do not create a space for non-economic activ i ties and

services. They give mean ing to one’s life and to the wellbeing of the soci ety.

» Func tion al ity and whole ness of a human being. Another char ac ter is tic of our

soci et ies is the focus on effi ciency and func tion al ity. This can be a real

achieve ment. Effi cient produc tion and deliv ery of services can make life much

easier, can increase incomes, and can even save human and envi ron men tal

resources. But in many cases, revert ing to effi ciency and func tion al ity also

implies a stan dard iza tion of processes, pref er ence for mechan i cal and

tech no log i cal produc tion, even in areas that deserve more human atten tion

and, above all, it implies a reduc tion of human rela tion ships to their mate rial

util ity. The effi ciency crite rion quite often causes alien ation, bureau cracy and

anonym ity, espe cially in the domain of health care, educa tion or profes sions
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where personal atten tion is needed. An effi cient organi sa tion of the produc tion 

processes of goods and services is an acqui si tion of the West and we should not 

give that up, but we should also work to find a balance between the impor tance

of non-func tional human bonds and contacts and an effi cient work ing habits

and condi tions. Other wise we will arrive at a new civili sa tion where the

mate rial aspects will over ride consid er ations of the qual ity of soci ety and

inter per sonal rela tions in terms of warmth, recog ni tion and partic i pa tion.

» Free dom and tran scen den tal values. Finally, we arrive at an issue that is prob a bly

the central chal lenge of soci ety and human beings in the 21st century. Indi vid ual

auton omy and free dom is perceived as the central value and ideal of

contem po rary citi zens. The history of Europe, for the last two to three

centu ries, has been marked by the strug gle for free dom: free dom from want,

fear and, above all, oppres sion, author i tar i an ism and discrim i na tion. At the

same time, this strug gle was combined with a strug gle against “oppress ing”

insti tu tions, against imposed convic tions and reli gious beliefs, against social

immo bil ity, against dicta to rial regimes. In the 21st century we seem to be free at

last. However, a number of post modern anal y ses suggest other wise: the

removal of author i tar ian struc tures and oppress ing doctrines seems to have

given way to new forms of constraint and lack of personal auton omy. Fash ion,

behav iour pattern, peer pres sure and, above all, an extremely compel ling set of

mate ri al is tic, consumerist and even hedo nis tic values are imposed on us and

espe cially on those amongst us who are the most vulner a ble and suscep ti ble:

young sters, adoles cents, less educated.9 A strik ing exam ple is the delib er ate

focus of the adver tis ing indus try to “sexualise” chil dren below the age of

twelve — a trend Brit ish analysts have been warn ing against — or the hidden

tech niques for promot ing addic tions in adoles cents — nico tine, for instance.

The recent debate on the resur gence of reli gion, even in Europe, points at this

phenom e non. Is real free dom possi ble with out the commu ni ca tion and

accep tance — of course, freely — of certain so-called tran scen den tal values:

convic tions about what is good or bad for a human being or a soci ety, which

are not completely depend ent on one’s own subjec tive pref er ences, find ings

and opin ions? Values that profess that life should be protected from the

– 24 –

9 See for exam ple: Fried man, L.M.,— The Hori zon tal Soci ety. New Haven, Yale Univer sity Press, 1999.

Also: Klein, N., — No Logo. London: Flamingo, 2000.



begin ning to the end; that pain and suffer ing are an inte gral part of human life;

that life is more than just earn ing money; that soci ety is more than a sandbox of 

indi vid u als; that chil dren need a father and a mother; that sex and love are

insep a ra ble; that marriage is more than a matter of just conve nience; that a

human being bears the respon si bil ity for her or his own well-being and is not

just a victim of circum stances and the human envi ron ment; and that soli dar ity

is a personal, social and a state commit ment to this personal respon si bil ity. But

how can these values, and their indis pens abil ity, be commu ni cated to a new

gener a tion, which is secu lar and for whom an auto matic refer ence to God does

not exist or work?

So the socio-cultural dimen sion is the over whelm ing chal lenge of our times and

needs, not nega tion or an uncon di tional accep tance, but a delib er ate balance and

recon cil i a tion between the new trends and the objec tive precon di tions for a humane

and stable soci ety. A compli ca tion for the debate on poli tics is, however, that the role

of the state in this domain is limited. The state cannot inter fere in matters of foster ing

other convic tions or impos ing values or proclaim ing social coher ence. The state can

only develop a set of precon di tions which will enable citi zens and their insti tu tions to

commu ni cate values other than the cultur ally domi nant ones (as for instance, protec -

tion of the family, subven tion of non-commer cial tele vi sion, free dom of educa tion for 

parents, etc.).

b) The new so cio-eco no mic chal lenge

The domi nant char ac ter of the socio-cultural chal lenges notwith stand ing, one still

cannot over look enor mous rele vance of the “tradi tional” socio-economic chal lenge,

even when the strug gle against poverty has been won. And in such new forms as:

» Globalisation and Euro pean socio-economic survival. Apart from safe guard ing the 

socio-cultural iden tity, the quest for (main tain ing) pros per ity is again high on

the agenda. Can an ageing, holi day-enjoy ing, heavily protected Europe

compete with the emerg ing highly skilled, hard work ing, and less earn ing,

workforce from the newly emerg ing economic forces from the South? And

how can it when Europe’s young sters are permit ted to choose jobs related,

primar ily, to the over arch ing ideal of “self reali sa tion” and not so much to the

demand of the market in the longer term? But is a rat race to the bottom i.e.,

the lower ing of labour condi tions, a solu tion? The new economic globalisation
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chal lenge is certainly a new moti va tion for contin u ing and inten si fy ing the

Euro pean Project in the 21st century. So, is there a balance possi ble between

accept ing and utilis ing the phenom e non of globalisation and preserv ing an

own Euro pean iden tity, trans lated into own economic and social models?

» The welfare state and personal respon si bil ity. The promo tion of the idea of the

welfare state as a combi na tion of income distri bu tion, strong state plan ning

and enlarged social secu rity has grown out of the Chris tian social and the social 

demo cratic tradi tion. More specif i cally, it was the fruit of the discus sions

between the Arch bishop of Canter bury and Lord Bever idge during World War 

II and it provided Labour in the UK with a much-needed substi tute for the

outdated Marx ist philos o phy. In the mean time, on the conti nent or at least in

the nations not under commu nist rule, a marriage between free market

econ omy and strong social protec tion of the employ ees was concluded, die

Soziale Marktwirtschaft, which bore the signa ture of, nota bly, Ludwig Erhard.

But the circum stances of sixty years ago are so differ ent from those today: a

week with out work meant hunger for the family; a few days’ illness a

consid er able and unaf ford able loss of income, not to mention the fate of

unem ploy ment. More over, the contract with the company, the enter prise or

the insti tu tion which provided the job, was consid ered to be a life time

rela tion ship. Foster ing one’s own prop erty, espe cially for the prop erty-less

masses, seemed to be the ulti mate answer to Marx ist proletarianism. But since

the forties and fifties, the income situ a tion and vulner a bil ity of normal

labour ers have changed dramat i cally for the better. Personal economic chances

have improved with frequent changes of employ ers and jobs, and the over all

economic picture of a nation seems to flour ish more with spend ing and

consum ing than with saving. But the claims for social protec tion have barely

changed and some legal social provi sions seem to have evolved exactly in

oppo si tion to their orig i nal purpose: the bene fit of the labourer. Labour

mobil ity is some times hampered by outdated protec tion systems and in some

coun tries fiscal subven tions — as for exam ple, acquir ing a home — have

narrowed down the possi bil i ties of first time buyers on the hous ing market

(some times with young fami lies) because of their conse quences for inflated

prices. And above all: the remu ner a tion of top manag ers with out refer ence to

their real engage ment and effort has a devas tat ing effect on the concept of

enter prise as a commu nity of capi tal and labour. But the most dramatic
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conse quence is described in the book of Chr. Smith (former minis ter in one of

the Blair Cabi nets) and R. Koch, The suicide of the West.10 The authors analyse

the trends since the intro duc tion of the concept of the welfare state and come

to the conclu sion that the real engine of prog ress and pros per ity of the West

and the precon di tion for its survival, the notion of personal respon si bil ity, has

been grad u ally substi tuted by a ‘vic tim’ culture: the respon si bil ity for my

well-being or despair/down fall lies with every body and every thing else except

myself. Since Thomas de Aqui nas, and espe cially since Calvin, the notion of

self-respon si bil ity has been the crucial element in the devel op ment of the West

and its advan tage over other cultures. In these decades, that convic tion and

senti ment seems to have given way to the feel ing that one is the object, and not

the subject, of circum stances, one’s envi ron ment and the behav iour of others.

On the border line between culture and econ omy this is, in their opin ion, the

central issue of soci ety, civili sa tion, values and poli tics. In any case, this

demands a thor ough review of our social secu rity system and the concept of

our welfare state. It is ironic that this thesis is being put forward not by the

follow ers of Hayek or neo-liber als but by prom i nent adher ents of Labour! Is

it — in other words — possi ble to strike a balance between entitlements to

social protec tion and main tain ing the citi zen’s primary duty of being

respon si ble for his/her own welfare and income? Is such a balance possi ble in a

culture which has largely cut itself off from the ethi cal and reli gious roots

which intro duced this notion in our tradi tion?

» Economic growth, protec tion of the envi ron ment and climate change. This dilemma

is well known for the last twenty-five years. In the eight ies, the domi nant thesis

was the recog ni tion of the incom pat i bil ity of economic growth with the

protec tion of the envi ron ment. But the demise of commu nism and the

subse quent improve ment of the envi ron ment demon strated that, at least in

certain phases, economic growth can be an instru ment of envi ron men tal

improve ment and the reduced use of scarce resources and, as a result, of less

pollu tion and waste. Unfor tu nately, the Chris tian social tradi tion, a strong

defender of labour, did not have signif i cant influ ence in the domain of

envi ron ment or “the pres er va tion of Creation” as it were. Indeed, the Conciliar 

Process of the Churches in Europe has since 1989(!) contrib uted strongly to the 
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percep tion that the overexploitation of the riches of the world, wast ing,

over-consump tion, concen trat ing on today rather than on the survival

capac i ties of future gener a tions is contrary to our deep est respon si bil i ties but,

apart from St. Fran cis, this tradi tion has never been that strong. Tilt ing the

Earth and submit ting it to the plough was seen as more urgent than preserv ing

and main tain ing it, despite the prev a lent atti tude of sober ness and fast ing.

Today, it is all the more neces sary to combine such virtues as personal

respon si bil ity and prudence, such values as stew ard ship, justice and soli dar ity

with a new economic order, where there will be room for sustain able

devel op ment, room for a redis tri bu tion of the envi ron men tal load in favour of

under de vel oped soci et ies, respect for Creation in all its diver sity, and an

econ omy char ac ter ized by saving and taking into consid er ation the inter est of

future gener a tions. The accel er ated process of climate change makes this

dilemma a press ing chal lenge of our days.

» Inter est groups and the common good. The tradi tional antith e sis between labour

and capi tal may have been dwin dling, but at the begin ning of this century there

is a new class strug gle on the hori zon.

Class soli dar ity has eroded substan tially and specific new groups of mostly better off

employ ees or entre pre neurs are increas ingly demand ing better condi tions, mostly

charge able on the account of their former “comrades”. The tradi tional posi tion, e.g.

that of the trade unions and other profes sional groups, are in danger of being over -

whelmed by small segments of specific inter est groups, such as traf fic control lers,

lock driv ers, etc. In prac tice, deal ing with these inter est groups could mean that the

outlook for over arch ing broader socio-economic inter ests is distorted. This is evident

in the already mentioned self-enrich ment process of the top manage ment of mostly

stock regis tered compa nies. But the real threat to a balanced socio-economic policy

and a coher ent soci ety is the insid i ous attack on the Euro pean economic order, the

so-called Rhineland Model. The Rhineland Model was not only an effort to recon cile

labour and capi tal, but also an attempt to make enough space avail able for compa nies,

not regis tered on the stock market, namely family firms that provided conti nu ity and

gener ated employ ment; “die stille Gewinner”, the Silent Winners. And finally, prof its

should accrue not just to the share hold ers and employ ees of a company but also to

consum ers and soci ety. Corpo rate social respon si bil ity should be the order of the day. 

And that is the rele vance of the Rhineland Model in the 21st century against the pres -

sures to substi tute this model by Anglo-Saxon capi tal ism.
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c) The new se cu ri ty chal lenge

Apart from the cultural and economic chal lenges and the need to find balances

between the decid ing trends and our values, we are, in our time, confronted with yet

another chal lenge: the secu rity threat. In addi tion to the ever-pres ent threat in the

already “tradi tional” form of a nuclear holo caust, mankind is now confronted with the 

disrup tive and destruc tive capac ity of bio-chem i cal and cyber warfare. Further more,

there is the added danger of local conflicts esca lat ing into regional and even global

ones. 

The concept of inse cu rity and secu rity has to be refor mu lated in two ways: the

bound aries between state aggres sion and private crim i nal ity have become blurred and 

there are new life-threat en ing coali tions between fail ing states and private crim i nal

groups. Threats aggra vated, on the one hand, by tech no log i cal devel op ments, which

can equip private gangs with a destruc tive capa bil ity compa ra ble to extreme state

violence (nuclear, chem i cal, biolog i cal) and, on the other hand, by emotion driven

motives of revenge and of cultural reli gious convic tions lead ing to self-destruct ing

terror ism. The same is valid for their solu tion: measures and preven tions on a global

level can have their effects in far away coun tries, even villages, not to mention, specific

pris ons. None of the major domes tic prob lems can be resolved with out taking into

account their global dimen sion. And secu rity is indi vis i ble. State secu rity and private

secu rity, ‘hard power’ and ‘soft power’, come together in the concept of ‘human secu -

rity’. This is the new real ity of the 21st century. Poli tics and soci ety there fore have a

new prior ity: to balance the real ity of globalisation with the virtues and values of

justice, compas sion and soli dar ity. 

» Globalisation and justice. The real ity of globalisation in terms of the econ omy is

unde ni able, as stated above, but even more so in poli tics and in the global

power struc ture. Some say, and with reason, that in terms of power the

globalisation process has elements of impe ri al ism. But instead of fall ing back

on nation al ism, we should strive to human ise this process, first of all, by

foster ing and extend ing the rule of law in a grow ing number of domains. This

can take differ ent forms, and does not have to be restricted to offi cial trea ties

and global struc tural reforms. “Soft law”, inter na tional juris pru dence, sectoral

volun tary agree ments in addi tion to inter na tional trea ties and insti tu tions, are

all equally valid and useful. Care has to be taken to pave the way for an

incre men tal regime of global democ racy and balances of power, and to impose

better restric tions of super pow ers. Secu rity is best served by the rule of law

and, above all, by justice.

– 29 –



» National inter est and global soli dar ity. One of the most signif i cant para doxes of

our days is the renewed empha sis on national inter ests. If there is any soli dar ity 

at all, it ends at the national borders. But the real ity of globalisation makes the

bibli cal ques tion of “who is my brother?” border less. More so, if devel op ment

is the new word for peace (Populorum Progressio) — in that case, invest ment

in devel op ment, in combat ing mass poverty, in alle vi at ing the biggest

inequal i ties and, above all, in creat ing employ ment and jobs is an indis pens able

contri bu tion to human secu rity and to global secu rity. This is not only a

chal lenge for the rich est coun tries but also for the middle- income coun tries of

Central and East ern Europe. Special atten tion should be paid to Europe’s

respon si bil ity as a whole. The Found ing Fathers of Europe had already in 1957

expressed the motives behind their project by under tak ing the respon si bil ity to

take care of the South, nota bly Africa!

» National defence and inter na tional peace keep ing. A direct conse quence of the

dark side of globalisation is the recon sid er a tion of the concept of national

terri tory and area in terms of defence. While defend ing one’s own terri tory

remains impor tant, the pres ent condi tion of  ‘borderlessness’ — the lack of

fron tiers in a globalised world — makes inter ven tions far “out of area” not only 

justi fied, but some times imper a tive. Peace keep ing, peace protec tion and

preven tion of civil war and exter nal aggres sion are the order of the day. There

are two moral dimen sions to this process: firstly, legiti mi sa tion and mandate

and, secondly, the will ing ness, and even duty, to respond to appeals for

engage ment, even in the mili tary force spec trum. The ethi cal dilemma of

seventy years ago “why dying for Danzig?” poses itself today several times a

year: why for Cambo dia, for Rwanda, for Darfur, for Afghan i stan, for Congo?

This is one of the grav est moral ques tions of our times confront ing poli tics,

soci ety and indi vid ual human beings. Again, a new balance has to be

formu lated here between one’s respon si bil ity for protect ing the home land and

to engage in far away, but neces sary, mili tary inter ven tions.

» National sover eignty and human rights. In a globalised world, the sophis ti ca tion

of modern commu ni ca tions makes it diffi cult to hide the viola tions of human

rights in far off places and victims of such viola tions have a name and a face,

even amongst hundreds of millions of other civil ians under an author i tar ian

rule. National sover eignty is often used as a pretext to ward off foreign

inter ven tions, but it can also be an excuse for not meddling in the inter nal
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affairs of a distant coun try for fear of incur ring — perhaps –certain economic

damages. Or maybe, it is just indif fer ence to the fate of fellow human beings in

a remote coun try. But human dignity and respect for human rights are

indi vis i ble and non-selec tive. Of course, the compe tence of a national

govern ment in domes tic matters should be respected, and one should be very

care ful not to inter fere unnec es sar ily in the inter nal poli cies of a given nation.

Inter ven tion should only take place on the basis of a mandate commis sioned by 

the rele vant inter na tional author i ties and on grounds of incon test able,

system atic and grave viola tions by the state author i ties. Here, again, there

should be a new balance between respect for national sover eignty on the one

hand and, on the other, the will ing ness to engage based on an informed

deci sion-making process.

» Privacy and state control. In this day and age, the constant threat of terror ist

attacks and the need for secu rity offi cials to be able to defend citi zens

pre-emptively poses yet another dilemma. Preven tive measures require

in-depth infor ma tion about other citi zens: their where abouts, their

back ground, reli gious convic tions, affil i a tions, etc. But in the era of ICT, this

could easily lead to the abuse of intel li gence, compe tences and capa bil i ties and,

in the name of secu rity, privacy could easily become the first victim. On the

other hand, the grave risks our soci et ies are exposed to demand a new balance

between state control and the right to privacy.
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Rethink ing the role and set-up of insti tu tions in the 21st century

The most strik ing ef fect of the rev o lu tion in the sum mer of 1968 in Paris and Eu -

rope was prob a bly the in fil tra tion, the col our change, the ero sion and the de struc tion

of many of the de ter mi nant in sti tu tions of the west ern so ci ety.

Hence, the demand for the redis cov ery of soci etal insti tu tions of the role of insti tu -

tions in our soci ety. But merely recon struc tion and resto ra tion would be a nega tion of

the new real i ties in our soci et ies and cultures. And it was not only the Paris revo lu tion

that was at the origin of the decline of the vested insti tu tions. It was the

monetarisation of exis tence as well, together with the decrease in volun tary work, or,

at least, the will ing ness of citi zens to take up honor ary, non-paid respon si bil i ties for

the func tion ing of non-profit organi sa tions and social provi sions. Not only the Paris

revo lu tion, but in another dimen sion, social mobil ity, secu lar is ation, indi vidu ali sation, 

eman ci pa tion and the rise of the welfare state have also strongly affected the tradi -

tional role and set-up of insti tu tions. And above all: in the raw version of market capi -

tal ism “there is no such thing as a soci ety” — there is only the indi vid ual, the state and

the market.

This led to the decline of insti tu tions and, in some cases, the ‘detournement’ of

func tions and iden tity. Some times, when insti tu tions survived, the refer ence to their

orig i nal found ers and their motives have been substi tuted by completely differ ent

refer ences or they have become ends in them selves account able only to them selves

and their strict insti tu tional inter ests. A strik ing exam ple was a Cath o lic univer sity in

The Neth er lands which, cater ing to secu lar culture and trends, decided to grant the

insti ga tor of the Paris Revo lu tion, Daniel Cohn Bendit, an honor ary degree. The same

can be said about a great number of coop er a tives in the area of social hous ing, agri cul -

ture, and even health care insti tu tions, which refused any refer ence to their found ing

inspi ra tion and became ends in them selves.

In the Chris tian social tradi tion, there is a strong convic tion that in order to form a 

soci ety in the true sense of the word, such a soci ety needs bind ing insti tu tions that are

an indis pens able prereq ui site for solv ing a number of mate rial and, espe cially nowa -

days, spir i tual prob lems. There fore, instead of writ ing off the soci etal insti tu tions, we
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need to insti tute a far-reach ing reval u a tion of the role and set up of insti tu tions, or in

other words, the replen ish ment of social capi tal. If the Chris tian social move ment, and 

possi bly Chris tian Democ racy, restrict them selves to just applaud ing the role of soci -

etal insti tu tions — the famous “middle field” — and set out poli cies on the basis of

a — some times loose, or even false — suppo si tion of their vital exis tence, then there

arises an obvi ous paral lel with Marx ism in the seven ties and eight ies: doctrines and

polit i cal systems built on a non-exis tent social fundament. Again, the central issue will 

be: is it possi ble to strike a new balance between the real i ties of the 21st century such as

indi vid u al ism and the need for insti tu tional engage ment. Take for exam ple the issue of 

recon cil ing the obvi ous will ing ness of a new gener a tion to take care of people in need

in their neigh bour hood with their strong dislike of insti tu tional, long term commit -

ments or respon si bil i ties.

Amitai Etzioni has under scored, in several publi ca tions, the need for this rethink -

ing, re-estab lish ing and rede sign ing of the contem po rary insti tu tions and commu ni -

ties in his defence of a new commu ni tarian move ment.11 The Research Insti tute for the 

Chris tian Demo cratic Party in the Neth er lands has published a number of stud ies in

this area and the Party’s famous programme “Samenleven doe je niet alleen” (One does

not live together on one’s own) is a testa ment to these ideas. In other words: how do

we combat the obvi ous social deser ti fi ca tion of our soci et ies and lives?

Apart from the need for this funda men tal reflec tion on the ways in which to mobi -

lise engage ment and to re-connect insti tu tions with their orig i nal constit u en cies, there 

are four specific domains which deserve special atten tion in these times:

a) Mar ri a ge and fa mi ly

The real prob lem of west ern soci et ies in our era is not so much the denial of the

impor tance of the family as such, but the way in which this insti tute can survive in the

circum stances that are so radi cally differ ent from those in the nine teenth century in

rural and bour geois contexts. The double revo lu tion in objec tive soci etal condi tions

and in patterns of values and behav iour, as described earlier, put enor mous pres sure

on the “tradi tional” family — the nucleus family, “het gezin” —, while the extended

family — “de familie” — has lost most of its mean ing in west ern soci et ies. From indi -

vidu ali sation to eman ci pa tion, from secu lar ism to the decoup ling of sex and procre -

ation, from moneti sa tion and eroti cis ation of the public life to the need for double
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incomes, etc., all the trends and condi tions of our era — posi tive and nega tive — are

becom ing visi ble in the pres sure they place on the tradi tional family and marriage.

But, at the same time, there is a strong long ing of young people to part ner them selves

for life time, to have chil dren, to remain faith ful and to have a real home — an oasis of

quiet and trust (“De verzwegen keuze van de Nederland” — The silent pref er ence of the

Dutch). But the real ity is that the number of break-ups of marriages is increas ing

dramat i cally; that the previ ous mech a nisms of find ing a part ner have not been substi -

tuted adequately by new ones and that so many live alone against their will; that social

and emotional costs for chil dren not grow ing up in stable paren tal circum stances are

enor mous; and, above all, that the family is no longer a bastion against outside influ -

ences and that from child hood to adoles cence there is a strong compe ti tion between

exter nal influ ences, espe cially commer cia li sation, and the values one would or should

trans fer to the next gener a tion. In many cases, this leads to paren tal impo tence in the

domain of educa tion and the loss of roots for juve niles.

And then there is, in west ern soci et ies, the dramatic fall in the demo graphic

figures, result ing in often unbear able costs of the aging popu la tion and the impend ing

deci ma tion of the orig i nal popu la tions of many west ern Euro pean nations.

Maybe the central chal lenge is there fore: could we combine the fully justi fied aspi -

ra tions of both parents for soci etal and career options with the time for and engage -

ment in family life and rais ing chil dren If so, then how can we arrive at a dras tic

change in the rhythm of life? For instance, from the age of thirty to forty-five, we are

supposed to opti mise our career options in order to estab lish the basis for our later

finan cial situ a tion, take care for our own aging parents, and devote atten tion to bear -

ing and rais ing chil dren, whilst ten/fifteen years later — mostly in good health and at

the peak of our capac i ties — we are supposed to fade out of the labour process. Is a

new balance possi ble, wherein one of the parents can inter rupt his/her full time labour 

partic i pa tion — for a period five years, for instance — and “add” that later to their

work ing years? If we do not wish to adhere to the models of the nine teenth century,

and instead take fully into account the socio-economic, tech no log i cal and moral

changes and achieve ments of today, then we should substan tially rethink the polit i cal

and soci etal precon di tions for marriage, family, educa tion: from paren tal leave to

educa tional support, from chil dren’s allow ances to mari tal coun sel ling, from provi -

sions for infant care to multi-gener a tional hous ing, from media poli cies to an

economic and cultural reha bil i ta tion of the role of educa tion and educa tors.
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b) The pu blic di men si on of re li gi on and the se pa ra ti on of Church and Sta te

One of the most inter est ing devel op ments in the public debate is the recent redis cov -

ery of the indis pens abil ity of the role of reli gion in the public domain. From Sarkozy12

to Blair13, and from Angela Merkel14 to Romano Prodi15 and the Dutch WRR, every -

one is under scor ing the need for recog ni tion of this role, for dialogue between the

world reli gions, and for a redef i ni tion of the rela tion ship between church and state. 

Three new devel op ments seem to be at the origin of this phenom e non:

» the increas ing and visi ble pres ence of Islam in West ern Europe;

» the lack of social cohe sion and the quest for an Euro pean iden tity;

» the need for a sense of direc tion for a new gener a tion, other than earn ing

money or spend ing it on luxury;

As a fourth element, one could add the recog ni tion by some observ ers that the

globalisation process needs to have refer ences to moral and ethi cal dimen sions in

order to become humane and sustain able.

But this trend is certainly not unan i mous; there is also a strong and emerg ing,

often aggres sive, secu lar move ment, which would elim i nate all public expres sions of

faith, reli gion and churches. Using the fear of aggres sive Islam as an excuse, there is a

tendency towards banning all forms of reli gion from public life. Inte gra tion and

assim i la tion are best fostered in public schools and by abol ish ing reli gious educa tion.

More over, reli gions are often at odds with a number of funda men tal human rights

such as abor tion, the full and inte gral recog ni tion of same sex marriages, adop tion by

same sex couples, the right to end one’s life, the auton omy of science and even the

free dom of speech.

In the current debate on the future orien ta tion of Europe, these two streams

clashed with each other with nearly fatal conse quences. From a refer ence to God to
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any mention ing of the Judeo-Chris tian roots of our civili sa tion, from the desir abil ity

of a dialogue with churches and reli gious move ments to the juxta po si tion of the free -

dom of reli gion to other funda men tal human rights — every thing was contested. A

strug gle of nearly three centu ries about the sepa ra tion between the church and the

state seemed to have been revived. There is the more North ern Euro pean approach to

this theme which is central to our democ racy and free dom: the state should have no

author ity over the church and citi zens should be free and equal, what ever reli gion they

wish to adhere to, if at all. However, the state should also recog nize that reli gion has its 

expres sions in the public domain, as for exam ple, in the educa tional system, the media, 

in philan thropy and health care. And some times, the state should be amena ble to

certain social services of churches or even to some of their insti tu tional precon di tions

such as the spir i tual devel op ment of its servants or the main te nance of its build ings.

This is the North ern Euro pean tradi tion as opposed to the Gallo–French tradi tion of

laicité, in which reli gion is a completely private affair and should disap pear behind the

closed doors of one’s own house or church.

The new actu al ity of this debate has two obvi ous dimen sions: 

» Many observ ers conclude that immi grant adher ents of the “new” reli gions are

not open to accept ing this confine ment to the private domain and that any

attempt to do so will be met by fierce oppo si tion and further soci etal

sepa ra tion and even recourse to paral lel semi-state insti tu tions and judi ciary

systems; and

» What is neutral ity in a culture domi nated by the values of commer cial ism,

consum er ism and hedo nism? What is free dom in a soci ety in which

adoles cents are virtu ally forced into a uniform pattern of behav iour, taste and

pref er ences?

The Chris tian tradi tion has long wres tled with the concept of the sepa ra tion of the

church from the state. In a certain sense, the Chris tian Demo cratic doctrine has been

the result of the accep tance of this sepa ra tion, on the one hand, and the deep-seated

convic tion that reli gion and faith can not be restricted to one’s private life, but should

have a public mean ing and utter ance, on the other. One of the most excit ing ques tions 

is, whether this line of the Chris tian tradi tion, which was partly a reac tion to the reli -

gious wars in the 17th century and the fruit of the work of French cath o lic philos o phers 

in the 19th  and 20th century, could also be rele vant for devel op ments in the Muslim

world, where some are long ing for a simi lar combi na tion of not having to give up
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one’s reli gious convic tions and, at the same time, accept ing the sepa ra tion of the

church and state and the over arch ing concept of human rights.

c) Vo lun ta ry work and eng age ments

The qual ity of contem po rary soci ety depends to a high degree on the readi ness of its

citi zens to engage in volun tary work at all levels: from caring for disabled members of

one’s family to the will ing ness to take up, often weighty, respon si bil i ties in the gover -

nance of soci etal organi sa tions and insti tu tions. Stud ies have shown that although

this readi ness is still pres ent inso far as it has to do with the direct care of indi vid ual

fellowmen in need, it is not the case with regard to insti tu tional engage ments and

respon si bil i ties. Indi vid u al ism, moneti sa tion, anonym ity and social mobil ity are not

condu cive to this type of social engage ment, to dem Ehrenamt, and this leads to severe

anae mia and the deser ti fi ca tion of social life. More over, when these suppo si tions and

condi tions for an auton o mous civil soci ety, inde pend ent from state and market, are

no longer fulfilled, one of the corner stones of the Chris tian social doctrine falls apart,

nota bly the indis pens abil ity of an authen tic citi zen’s asso ci a tions and insti tu tions. A

rethink ing and reval u a tion of the concept of volun tary work and volun tary avail abil ity 

is urgently needed together with new tech niques for the mobi li sa tion and recruit ment 

of volun teers. When Chris tian social move ments and insti tu tions become the nurs er -

ies for volun tary and non-paid avail abil i ties, the role and social cred i bil ity of these

organi sa tions will grow even in secu lar soci et ies.

d) Po li ti cal par ties

The state of the polit i cal parties in Euro pean democ ra cies deserves special atten tion.

In most Euro pean coun tries, the level of polit i cal partic i pa tion has decreased substan -

tially, at least via the tradi tional instru ment of the polit i cal party. Frequently, their role 

is substi tuted by civic action, opin ion poll ing, media gener ated hype and public ity. But 

despite these exter nal influ ences, the mandate and the legit i macy of poli ti cians still

depend on the selec tion and direc tion of their party. The erosion of the party system,

there fore, strongly affects this mandate, the trust wor thi ness of the polit i cal system as

such and the legit i macy of the gover nance. In a coun try such as the Neth er lands, the

degree of partic i pa tion in crim i nal activ i ties some times seems higher than active

partic i pa tion in poli tics. Occa sion ally, espe cially in the case of local elec tions, there

are simply not enough members of a given party to fill the lists of elec toral candi dates.

There is discus sion on the causes of this process: does it have to do with the
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general trends of absti nence from volun tary and soci etal engage ments? Is it the pref er -

ence for market related profes sions? Is it the constant over-crit i cism by the media and

lack of privacy for the poli ti cians? Is it the absence of real visions, choices and values

things that really matter?

Pope John Paul II — an excep tional protag o nist in the tradi tion of the papacy in

favour of the rela tion ship between faith, democ racy and polit i cal partic i pa -

tion — never ceased to call the polit i cal profes sion a real voca tion and repeat edly

advo cated the need to see public office as a service to mankind. As Chris tians and as

citi zens, one has the strong respon si bil ity for stop ping the erosion of the polit i cal

system that happens when other means are used to influ ence the gover nance of a

coun try, e.g. by revert ing to commer cial inter est for financ ing one’s elec toral

campaign. Winston Chur chill warned that each gener a tion would have to conquer

anew the demo cratic achieve ments and, in our times, the revitalisation of the polit i cal

partic i pa tion is essen tial. This entails a strong reval u a tion of the impor tance of

content-oriented polit i cal programmes, a rethink ing as well of the real soci etal needs

and dilem mas and a reconnection between one’s prin ci ples and visions of human life

and respon si bil i ties and polit i cal choices. The efforts for renewal made by Tony Blair,

for instance, in the midst of the nine ties brought about an influx of 30.000 new

members to his party per month! A new gener a tion seems to long for real program -

matic perspec tives for soci ety and Creation, based on deeply rooted convic tions. In

this sense, also the docu ment “New Ways, Stable Values” of the Neth er lands CDA

(1995) still has an impact in our times.
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The limi ta tions of prag ma tism

In the last quar ter of the 20th cen tury, it was fash ion able to write off ideo log i cal and 

doc trinal con vic tions as the ba sis for po lit i cal choices and in sti tu tions — un der stand -

able af ter the de mise of Marx ism, af ter the marginalisation of the Chris tian in spi ra tion, 

and af ter the doubt over the “make-abil ity” of so ci ety. Prag matic, cou ra geous, re -

search- and com mon-sense based de ci sion-mak ing should sub sti tute po lit i cal ideol o -

gies.

But about one and a half decades later, it is increas ingly obvi ous that prag ma tism

has its own severe limi ta tions. The same research based anal y ses of the current social,

cultural, economic and ecolog i cal devel op ments lead to just one conclu sion: our soci -

et ies are in need of far-reach ing reforms, changes and answers, if they are to cope

effec tively with the chal lenges of our times. Other wise, it is improb a ble that such basic 

condi tions as pros per ity, qual ity of human life, care for the weaker, secu rity and even

the survival of the Earth can still be guar an teed. More over, tech no log i cal break -

throughs engen der essen tial ques tions about life and death, and the degree to which

we might manip u late and inter vene in human life. But maybe the most impor tant

trend is the long ing of a new gener a tion for a sense and purpose in life other than

mate rial wealth. Soci ety and poli tics that do not nurture this demand are losing their

value as citi zens cannot iden tify with them. And even the welfare state does not

contrib ute, in the words of Pope John Paul II in Centesimus Annus, to renewed polit i cal

and soci etal engage ment, but to its erosion, unless the system is asso ci ated with

visions, perspec tives and respon si bil i ties.

There fore, it is highly appro pri ate that we redis cover the beacons for the cross ing

the next few decades. This does not mean a return to the old ways, but a going

forward. And here the golden trian gle is indis pens able: knowl edge and internalisation

of the sources of our life and soci ety, nota bly of the values and virtues which are indis -

pens able for a soci ety which guar an tees personal dignity; together with a profound

obser va tion of the signs of our times; and, on that basis, the proper utili sa tion of our

intel li gence, consid er ations and knowl edge for repro gram ming and redi rect ing our

life, our commu nity and our soci ety. This redis cov ery, lead ing to a refresh ment of our
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social and polit i cal engage ments, beyond prag ma tism, is perhaps even more urgent

now than in the last two hundred years.

That is the real justi fi ca tion of the reflec tions that are laid down in these previ ous

pages. They are intended to foster an educa tional project and a system atic commu ni -

ca tion and ongo ing infor ma tion on the link ages between values, soci ety and poli tics.
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The Centre for Social Justice, London, United King dom
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www.tonyblairfaithfoundation.org

Centre for Cath o lic Social Thought of the Cath o lic Univer sity of Leuven (Inter na -

tional Asso ci a tion for Cath o lic Social Thought), Leuven, Belgium

www.kuleuven.ac.be/ccst/iacst.php

John A.Ryan Insti tute for Cath o lic Social Thought, Univer sity of St Thomas, St Paul
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