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There are some who are inclined to think that European civilisation reached its zenith during the Middle Ages. At that time Europe knew but one religion - Christianity in its Catholic version - and but one language, at least for the elite, and that was Latin. Therefore people of all nationalities could study at the Universities of the Sorbonne or Oxford, Louvain or Bologna.

I do not agree with this thesis because I find penicillin and the modern dentist drill also important. But I recognise that a common language and framework favour communication because much which may be considered known can be omitted. I can assure you that whoever wants to talk on Java in Indonesian or in Tanzania in Swahili on local traditions, will have to start at zero. A real discussion then remains out of reach. So there is a lot to be said for such a common cadre for reference. Let us call it the canon.

It was a happy occasion when Prof. E.D. Hirsch of the University of Virginia published a book called “Cultural Literacy” in 1987. Its subtitle was: “What every American needs to know!”. Its appearance was front page news. The criticism was immediate and sharp. Prof. Hirsch was criticised for unduly concentrating on d w e m = dead white European males, and excluding other cultures as well as the experience of repressed minorities in the United States.

It is clear that this takes us to the heart of the debate on multiculturalism. The origin of this concept is to be found in anthropology. When one visits a culture in order to observe it from the inside one should abstain from letting one’s own judgements intrude. That seems common sense, even though one may well question whether certain anthropologists have obeyed this injunction. But the point I wish to make here is that this principle of non-judgmentalism has of late been allowed to spread over the whole of the public domain. 

Now it is my thesis that all civilisation depends on discriminating people, on people who make judgments. I, for one, am very judgmental. I prefer Beethoven tot Hindemith and both to the bongo-players on the corner of the street. I prefer claret to beer, Japanese to German food and New York to Philadelphia. And that also goes for civilisations. Multiculturalists maintain that one cannot - or should not - rank civilisations. But I persist in believing that the civilisation of Rome was superior to that of Gaul.

My critics ask which yardstick I use. The one that most readily comes to mind is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Applying that yardstick enables me to say that I consider Unionist America to be superior to the slave-holder Confederacy and West Germany superior to communist East Germany.

It is true that the Universal Declaration is of Western origin. When it was drawn up, around the birth of the United Nations, Africa and most of Asia were still colonised. Japan, Italy and Germany had lost the war and were therefore excluded. So there was the first world - the United States, Britain, France - and the second: the Soviet Union and its satellites. The Committee to draw up the Declaration was chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt. When it came to the vote, the Soviet-bloc abstained. So, yes, it was of Western origin. But the incident at Tien An Men Square and many others all over the world have convinced me that all ordinary people, wherever they live, aspire to the benefits of the Universal Declaration. As such the Declaration is perhaps the greatest achievement of Western Civilisation and an argument to support the thesis of Mr.  Francis Fukuyama about the End of History and the Last Man.

If one applies the yardstick of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to the islamic civilisation it ought to be clear that Western Civilisation is superior to it. Now this, say my critics, is triumphalism. But apart from the fact that personally I do not feel triumphant to all, this reproach should not blind us to the facts.  Why do so many who live in the Middle East want to settle in Western Europe? Because they think they will be happier here than there. Why do so many of them say: “Yankee go home but please take me with you”? There is none so blind as the multiculturalist ideologue. 

Mr. Silvio Berlusconi said something like this a few years ago. Now I have no desire whatever to defend the Italian Prime Minister. But still, the chorus of his critics was deafening and in the end he caved in and apologized.

Why were so many people upset that Mr. Berlusconi extolled the superiority of Western over Islamic civilisation? Is it because they fear that such comparisons, although glaringly obvious to any impartial observer, will encourage terrorists? Or that it has caused the government of Iran to call the USA the great Satan and to say that Israel should be wiped off the face of the earth?

In my view the reason is different, namely the lack of self-confidence of Western Europe. I am here leaving aside the United States, about which others may wish to say something. Why does Western Europe lack confidence in its own culture, of which the whole debate on multiculturalism is an outcrop? Opinions on this differ. My view is that it is the combined result of the First World War, the confusion of the interbellum, the Second World War and in particular the Holocaust, and the cultural revolution of 1968 and the years thereafter. Without the Dutch feelings of guilt over the Holocaust, the political correctness associated with the multiculturalist dogma would here not nearly have been as pervasive at it has been.

This lack of self confidence – which, incidentally, has also corroded the European Commission - has surfaced most clearly in the debate on the Enlightenment. A new term has invaded our discourse. It is “Enlighentmentfundamentalism”.

What does this oxymoron mean?

Since a few years there is a new current which attempts to downgrade the Enlightenment. An important person in this movement is Prof. John Gray of the London School of Economics, according to whom just about all modern evils have come out of the Enlightenment: not only Communism and thus the Gulag but even National-Socialism. One should have thought that if there were anyone who had turned himself against the Enlightenment, it was Hitler. But Prof. Gray persists in seeing both Communism and National-Socialism as attempts to rearrange society according to some preconceived plan, one might say some intelligent design. But to reduce the Enlightenment to Saint-Just and Babeuf is grotesque.

There have been various forms of the Enlightenment. The Scottish moralists maintained that each person had his unique worth. The German Enlightenment stressed the humanities. Read Lessing’s Nathan der Weise and the parable of the three rings. It is true: the Enlightenment in France was more aggressive and perhaps more fundamental. But to base the oxymoron Enlightenmentfundamentalism on this aspect alone is bizar.

Where has the movement come from? It has multiculturalist antecedents. It is the view of people who dislike critics of the Islam. These critics point at aspects of the islamic civilisation which are at variance with fundamental Western values like the equality of men and women and the importance of a free and independent judgement.

“Sapere aude” - dare to think -  wrote Kant but that core of the Enlightenment is rejected by the dogma’s of the  Islam. Those who critize these dogma’s are accused of engaging in an “intellectual jihad” against the Islam. The interesting thing is that the people who use the term Enlightenmentfundamentalism may be counted among the left part of the political spectrum, at least in this country. It is they who have always been critical of the Catholic and Reformed Churches. It is they who have always supported feminism. But now that the Islam is concerned, critics of its civilisation are accused of advocating an “aggressive universalism”. The accusers are critical at home, conformist abroad. Or to put it in another way : they think that the splinter in our own eyes is heavier than the mote in the eye of the other. 

Now for those among you who may think this is nitpicking among bored intellectuals I have news. The Dutch Minister of Justice Donner has said: “The Enlightenment, the idea that there is no more than what you can see or understand with your mind, is also a belief”. So according to him Protestantism, Catholicism, Islam and the Enlightenment are ranked equally: all four a belief. But the Enlightenment wants to submit all religions to the Critique of Reason. It precedes belief. 

Another example is afforded by our Minister of Education Maria van der Hoeven who wants a broad debate about Evolution and Creationism, maintaining  that  the theory of Evolution is not complete. That may be true - which theory is complete? - but to say that not everything has been explained is of course not offering an alternative hypothesis. The Minister wants to mix belief with science. Scientists want to keep them separate. “I think that is a pity”, says the Minister, “the force of science is precisely to acknowledge the other in his science!”. She thus declares the biblical story of the creation to be a science, which of course it is not.

Do not think that this sort of things is confined to The Netherlands. It has been proposed in Canada to give the sharia force of law for those who wish to have recourse to it. Fortunately the proposal had been defeated. On 21 June 2005 a bill has been enacted in the UK called the “Incitement to Religious Hatred Act”. We have had half a millennium of criticism of the Bible. Why should that sort of criticism be confined to Christianity? “Do we really have to fight for the Enlightenment all over again?” Salman Rushdie  recently cried out in despair.

I recently read an 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”. 

The question was : what is a good society? The answer is : one that cherishes the values of the Enlightenment and encourages discrimination and judgmentalism, one that abhors political correctness and cant. 
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