Address at All Souls College, Oxford
1. Introduction

At the end of my studies, back in the fifties of the last century, I thought of writing a thesis on “the antidemocratic intellectual”. The cold war was then still very much in full swing. Many intellectuals had gone to the Soviet Union, “had seen the future and believed that it worked”. But instead I went to East Africa to sell oil. It was probably a good choice. But the subject stayed with me.

After a life full of activity, of trying to make things happen – or prevent them from happening – I decided to write a book on “The Lure of Ideology in Politics” from which the fellow-travelers of communism seemed to have suffered. 

Usually this sort of subject is written about by intellectuals. I am more of a politician, so my experience and perspective are different.

Intellectuals are people who are interested in abstract ideas. These may concern various aspects of life. Some may be about the arts or sciences, religion or culture, others indeed about politics. In the case of politics, such ideas are eventually communicated to the public. Three elements – abstract ideas, politics and communication – combine to form what is known as the “public intellectual”.

Not all ideas of public intellectuals are valuable. Far from it. For such ideas to have value they must be based upon and capable of being tested by experience. And they must pass that test. Harriet Beecher Stowe published the first installment of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin” in 1851, when she was 40. The Stowes then lived in Cincinnati, Ohio. They supported the Underground Railway and housed several fugitive slaves in their home. Her book has had an immense political influence.

Experience is key. The people that promoted the Russian revolution did not have a clue as to what should happen afterwards. According to Sorel, Marx had once said that anyone who makes plans for after the revolution was a reactionary. “First we’ll destroy and then we’ll see”, was the slogan and not only of Bakunin. Some of the wilder enthusiasts of the cultural revolution of 1968 thought the same. Piecemeal social engineering was deprecatingly called “meliorism”.  

With a few notable exceptions (Hume and Tocqueville), the great political treatises were written after the authors had turned fifty. Most young people – and nearly all young intellectuals – have not had the opportunity to acquire experience. It is therefore likely that their political ideas have little value, in particular if they are of a general nature.

Youth is naturally inclined to Romanticism, which has had a disastrous effect on politics. Rousseau was a romantic. His “Social Contract” foreshadowed totalitarianism. He wrote: “Whoever refuses to obey the General Will shall be compelled to do so by the whole body. This means nothing less than that he will be forced to be free.” The romantic writers in Germany between 1790 and 1800 prepared the way for an idealist philosophy which taught that reality lay in ideas not politics. 

It is remarkable how much revolutionary movements relied on youth. Gregor Strasser, leader of the left-wing Nazis, said: “Out of the way, old men” (“Macht Platz, ihr Alten”). The Fascist movement appealed to “giovinezza . In 1968 a slogan was: “Do not trust anyone over forty”. Again, no experience – as little as the House which in February 1933, in majority, agreed that “in no circumstances it (would) fight for its King and Country”.

But then look at the young people in revolt in Iran, Tunisia and Egypt: their ideas are of a general nature. Are they valueless? No – precisely because these people have had a lot of experience of dictatorship. Although, it remains to be seen what those revolutions will bring. 

Since the middle of the nineteenth century the state has intervened deeply in society. The domain of politics has thereby become much more extensive. Also, the mass media now play a very important role. It is, in fact, difficult to think of public intellectuals apart from the media. These two developments have caused a great increase in their numbers. But words are like money. They often also suffer from inflation. Formerly, Adam Smith’s voice was solitary and strong. Today few individual public intellectuals are heard. But collectively, they make an incessant din, amplified by a barrage of opinion polls. Moreover, with whom do public intellectuals associate? Other public intellectuals. They often form an in-crowd susceptible to hypes, captivated by appealing ideas rather than sound ones and with a predilection for trumpeting catastrophes.

The fight between Whittaker Chambers and Alger Hiss is a case in point. In 1948 Chambers accused Hiss of having spied for the Soviet Union. Chambers was short and fat and sweated. Hiss, on the contrary, was suave, elegant, witty and educated in Ivy League schools. Without knowing much about the case, the American liberal intelligentsia fell for him like a concrete bloc. How could Hiss, with such a background, have been a spy? But he had.

To sum up this part of my talk: the ideas of public intellectuals may be dangerous, in particular if they are of a general nature and untested by experience. I now want to illustrate this concept in three areas: (1) the European Union, (2) multiculturalism, and (3) the vanishing self-confidence of Europe.     

2. The European Union

The European Union is of great importance to us all. It’s proudest achievement is the internal market, which we must cherish and defend. But now the European Union is on the wrong track. Its actions are excessive. If it does not stop this excess, it will come to serious harm. A premonition was given by the Dutch public, which a few years ago voted with a two-thirds majority against the erroneously styled European constitution. 

Let me say something about the European Parliament, the European Commission and the Monetary Union.

The European Parliament lives in a federal fantasy. Everywhere it wants “more Europe”. Sometimes that is necessary but often it is not. The citizens of Europe, moreover, are sceptical. Parliament is legitimate since it has been elected by due process. But it is not representative because it is out of tune with the citizens of Europe. This is the democratic deficit: unelected bureaucrats wield a great deal of power but are not held in check by the citizens because Parliament does not reflect their wishes.

The European Parliament wants more money at a time when every minister of finance has to scrape the bottoms of his coffers. This by itself makes clear how isolated from reality Parliament is. “If we do not get more money”, Parliament says, “we cannot set up the common diplomatic service”.  It forgets that it can find this money in its present budget. Of the Regional Fund only a small part is spent. The same thing goes for the Cohesion Fund. Thirdly, a part of the Common Agricultural Fund may be repatriated. A critical evaluation of the EU’s budget will clearly yield quite some financial slack.

Now as for the European Commission. That consists of 27 members, one for each member state. This is too many. Some commissioners have only half a day’s work, if that. But all want to become famous. Their only way to stardom is to take initiatives, needed or not. Politicians become famous not by saving money but by spending it, as the American journalist H. L. Mencken said.

Let me give an example of a completely uncalled for proposal. The Commission says that the outcome of a market process should not be accepted as such. First the Commission wants to know whether customers are satisfied. It will ascertain this by polling opinions. If customers are not satisfied, the Commission wants to take action. This proposal is ridiculous because it totally misunderstands the nature of a market process. The only remedy for this excess of initiatives is to reduce the Commission to the number needed to run the daily executive of the European Union - to no more than twelve.

Where should they come from? The EU has large member states and small ones. The large member states are Germany, the UK and France; followed at some distance by Italy, Spain and Poland. They all deserve a permanent seat. That leaves six seats for the smaller member states. How to distribute these is then up for discussion. Perhaps one seat for Scandinavia plus the Baltic states, another one for the Benelux and so on.

People who are fearful of a “directory of the great” should remember that the large member states often do not agree among themselves, as was shown by Iraq and now by Libya. They should also remember that Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro and Albania will almost certainly one day all be members of the European Union. Everyone with its own commissioner, eager for fame. It doesn’t bear thinking.

Thirdly the Monetary Union. It was born because France and Germany wanted it. But these two countries pursued different aims. France wanted political influence upon the European Central Bank. That will always remain its aim. Federal Chancellor Helmut Kohl wanted a European political union and was prepared to offer the D-Mark in order to achieve that. Both aims were frustrated. The French wish was unacceptable to the Germans. The German wish is tantamount to a European Federation, which has now disappeared over the horizon except in Belgium, because the Belgians believe it will solve the problem of their communities.

But these different aims have left a residue in the views which France and Germany have of what the nature of the Monetary Union ought to be. France wants important economic decisions to be taken by politicians with the practical consequence that fiscal imbalances would be distributed over surplus and deficit countries and that the ECB would facilitate this. Germany wants fundamental economic decisions to be laid down in the Treaty itself: an independent ECB, priority for price stability, budgets in equilibrium and no bail-outs, with the practical implication that deficit countries will have to fend for themselves. These different views have been papered over but not reconciled. Nor is it likely that they ever will be. It is a congenital defect. It is thus to be expected that after this crisis has disappeared – whenever that may be – further crises may well occupy the minds of our successors. 

3. Multiculturalism

Prime Minister David Cameron recently declared multiculturalism bankrupt. He is far from the first to say so. In October of last year Germany’s Prime Minister Angela Merkel said the same thing. In fact, some years ago, Mr. Trevor Phillips, chairman of the Commission for Racial Equality, has pleaded against multiculturalism since it no longer stands for diversity but rather for segregation.  So yes, the doctrine of multiculturalism is on the way out. But what precisely does it mean? Let me distinguish two aspects: essential values and group-differentiated rights; and let me deal with each of these aspects in turn.

The matter of essential values is relatively easy. I wrote about this in a leading Dutch paper in September 1991. I said that in The Netherlands we live in a free society in which people could behave as they pleased but that there were certain essential values which all should observe and which were non-negotiable. I mentioned the freedom of speech and religion, equality between men and women and before the law, and the separation of church and state. This means that certain immigrant practices are unacceptable, such as the sexual mutilation of girls and honour killings. Prime Minister Cameron mentioned in this respect “the horrors of forced marriage”. 

My article of September 1991 was met by a chorus of disapproval on the part of the cartel of experts. If one should read it now, one would wonder what all the hullabaloo was about. 

The second aspect is group-differentiated rights. Listen to Bikhu Parekh, professor of political philosophy at the University of Westminster, who wrote an article called “What is multiculturalism” in 1999. The essence of his view consists of the following phrase: “The political community must value all its members equally and reflect this in its policies: group-differentiated rights, culturally differentiated application of laws, state support for minority institutions and a judicious programme of affirmative action”.

The crucial term here is “group-differentiated rights”. These have also been advocated by Jutta Limbach who presided over the German federal constitutional court from 1994 to 2002. She says the German Basic Law makes no mention of a duty to “protect and foster the cultural identity of an ethnic or religious minority”. Yet this is what should happen, she affirms.

These views must be firmly resisted because they oppose integration and foster apartheid. As Prime Minister Cameron has said: “Under the doctrine of state multiculturalism, we have encouraged different cultures to live separate lives. […] We’ve even tolerated these segregated communities behaving in ways that run completely counter to our values”. So no group-differentiated rights. The individual who becomes a citizen owes allegiance to his new country and should not be entitled to a separate status as member of a community.

Has the concept of multiculturalism truly disappeared?

Not according to the following account of a public debate which involved religion. First came a Buddhist who spoke of enlightenment and how to still desires. The members of the panel reacted by saying: “Wow, great, if it works like this for you, then it must be OK”. Second was a Hindu who spoke of reincarnation. And everybody said: “Wow, great, if it works like this for you, then it must be OK”. 

And so it went on until a Catholic priest spoke of Jesus, redemption and the eternal life. And again everybody said: “Wow, great, if it works like this for you, then it must be OK”. But the priest did not take this lying down. He thumped the table and shouted: “Whether it works for me is irrelevant. It is the true word of the living God and if you are not prepared to believe it, you are all condemned to hell”. And everybody said: “Wow, great, if it works like this for you, then it must be OK”.

I want to end this part of my speech with a few words on the curious concept of enlightenment-fundamentalism. This concept is used by thinkers who resist universal values without being able to propose an alternative. One should have hoped that the Arab revolt and its cry for democracy would have opened their eyes. But I doubt whether this has occurred, for preconceived ideas limit the power to observe. These ideologists hear but they do not listen; they look but they do not see.

4. Europe’s self-confidence
Prime Minister Cameron said: “We have allowed the weakening of our collective identity”. Indeed, it seems Western Europe has lost confidence in its own civilization. In its modern form, the noble western tradition of self-assessment and  –criticism has often corrupted into sentimental self-flagellation, without a genuine openness to learn. The thoughtless embrace of communism in the twentieth century by some of the “best and brightest” is a case in point. Let me mention three further examples among many. 

Many people appear to think that the underdevelopment of Africa has been caused by the West. It is one of the sentiments that underlie development aid. But the question to ask is not: why are poor countries poor? The right question is: Why are wealthy countries rich? After all, in the beginning we were all poor. Now whoever wants to study the rise of the West should go back to the Renaissance, if not to classical antiquity. Colonialism has nothing to do with it. European colonizers came late to the Middle East, which for centuries was ruled by the Ottomans. The interior of most of Africa was inaccessible until late in the 19th century. Europe is no more responsible for the underdevelopment of Africa than Rome was for the underdevelopment of Gaul. 

Many people take sympathy with the predicament of the Palestinian people. That is understandable because their situation is indeed pitiful. But who bothers about the lot of Christians in the Middle East? Their situation is equally pitiful, if indeed not more so. At least ten percent of the population in Egypt is Christian (Coptic). They are repressed and frequently lead miserable existences. The Christian minorities in Syria, Iraq and Pakistan are discriminated against. In Somalia the Islamists hunt down anyone in possession of a Bible. No one seems to get excited about these crimes. Christianity appears to be a spent force in Europe except for Poland and Ireland. But for others it is not the anemic religion it is for us. They rightly feel deserted. 

A third example concerns public holidays. The municipality of Oxford, in a land with an established Christian church, has decided to replace Christmas with the “Winter Light Festival.” According to a spokesman, this is to ensure that equal attention is paid to all religions. The European Commission has recently had three million school agenda’s published. They mention Islamic, jewish, hindu and Buddhist holidays. But not the Christian ones. 

The nineteenth century saw the high tide of imperialism. Europe was then brimming with self-confidence. What has happened since then?  The last century witnessed the cataclysm of the First World War, the rise of collectivist dictatorships during the interbellum, the Second World War and the Shoa, Stalinism and the cultural confusion of 1968 and the years thereafter. These events have eroded all certainties. And, of course, the doctrine of multiculturalism which enjoins us “not to judge”, as the Bible has it.  But there is more. 

We live in a civilization that has been deeply marked by Christianity. Consider the Gospel of Saint Matthew: ”Whosoever shall exalt himself shall be abased; and he that shall humble himself shall be exalted” (23:12). According to Nietzsche this characterized a slave mentality. One does not have to go this far to realize that these sayings, along with others such as “turn the other cheek” and “go the second mile”, both from the Sermon on the Mount, do not exactly stimulate the wish to stick up for one’s own. 

Feelings of guilt are pervasive among us, in particular in Protestant countries. Listen to Bach’s Passion according to Saint Matthew. The chorus – that is to say the people - sings: “I shall be punished for what you (i.e. Christ) have suffered” and: “You are no sinner, like we and our children”. Pride was joined by guilt and the mote in Europe’s eye was thought heavier than the beam abroad. This may not be a problem if there is atonement, forgiveness, confession, expiation, or any of the other theological or liturgical forms for purging guilt. Formerly, Catholicism and Lutheranism provided for the atonement of guilt. But they no longer seem to have credibility in Europe. Feelings of guilt are therefore not sublimated. This also goes for Calvinism, which in its purest form knows of no remission of guilt in this life. Its effects are deep and outlast the doctrine.

In 1996 the Dutch government felt “that the debate about multiculturalism must be conducted on the principle that cultures are of equal merit”.  The day after the political maverick Pim Fortuyn was murdered, the editor-in-chief of a main newspaper wrote in a leading article: “The pride of The Netherlands is precisely that we do not find one culture better than the other.”  The writer of this article apparently did not realize that this pride exalted Dutch culture over others. 

Christian guilt and European idealism were exported all over the world. They were picked up by other cultures and used against Europe, which was defenseless against them. After World War II the West set up the United Nations. Thirty years later, it had become “ A Dangerous Place”, in the words of the US representative there Daniel Patrick Moynihan, with an automatic majority bent on castigating the West and Israel.  The UN Human Rights Council, based in Geneva, elected Lybian leader Muammar Kaddhafi as a member. He would have to judge others on human rights issues. Thirdly, UNESCO was led for thirteen years by Senegalese Amadou-Mohtar M’Bow, who ran the organization as if it were an African village. He supported the MacBride report, which pushed for a New International Informational Order. It was feared that this would shackle the freedom of the press. In 1984 the United States left UNESCO. In 1985 the United Kingdom and Singapore followed suit.

It is these matters which explain the European lack of self-confidence and its desire to avoid Islamic sensitivities. Plus intimidation. When Utrecht University theologian Pieter van der Horst wanted to devote his valedictory address in 2009 to “the Islamisation of European Anti-Semitism”, the university forbade it. Its censure was caused by its fear of Islamic displeasure. 

One last point: who actually shares in this lack of self-confidence? Is it shared by all or just by an intellectual elite? Probably it started with the elite but has by now trickled down into general bourgeois culture. After all, it was the intelligentsia that encouraged secularization and invented multiculturalism. They were the first to be what we are all rapidly becoming. 

Concluding remark

You will have noticed that I have mentioned few Englishmen. According to the Economist (30 April 2011) Britain’s “preference for common sence over deep thinking has served it well. There is wisdom in its reluctance to take ideas too seriously”. Let me therefore end this disquisition with the following lines by Auden: 

“To the man in the street

Who I’m sorry to say

Is a shrewed observer of life

The word ‘intellectual’ 

Suggests straight away

A man who is untrue to his wife.” 

Frits Bolkestein, May 2011
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