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The main theme of this lecture is a concept, the West. It takes us deep
into the history of Europe and America: it is also highly topical in the
world after 9/11, that is, after the terrorist attacks on American sites
of great symbolic significance which proved the vulnerability of
power, indeed, of superpower. Robert Kagan, in his notable essay on
‘Paradise and Power’, sees 9/11 as a turning point for the West.
‘Now, with the threat brought directly to the American soil, over-
leaping that of America’s allies, the paramount issue was that of
America’s unique suffering and vulnerability, not “the West”.’ At the
same time, ‘post-Cold War Europe agreed that the issue was no
longer “the West”. For Europeans, the issue became “Europe”.’

These are bold claims, and while there is some truth to them, I
shall argue that they are in essence mistaken. Neither the notion of
‘America’ nor that of ‘Europe’ makes any sense without the envelop-
ing concept of ‘the West’. I for one remain a Westerner before I am a
European, and while some of my American friends may be
Americans first, no definition of this identity can ignore that its
underlying values are Western.

These are quite personal statements, and I make no apology for
building this lecture around my own intellectual and political jour-
ney to the West and with it to the constitution of liberty. This lecture
is in honour of the German lawyer, publisher, and politician, Gerd
Bucerius. I wrote his biography because I was intrigued by the exem-
plary qualities of the man and his life, having known him for many
years. Bucerius was never an unpolitical German, but it was only in
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1945, at the end of the war, that the then nearly forty-year-old solici-
tor came into his own as a public figure. As a lawyer untainted by
Nazi connections—he had been married to a Jewish woman whom
he helped to emigrate and never renounced, which precluded any
kind of career beyond his father’s law firm—he was given, by the
British occupation authorities, the ‘licence’ to publish what became
the leading German liberal weekly, Die Zeit. At the same time, he got
actively involved in rebuilding democracy in Germany, first as a
minister in the Hamburg city government, then as a member of the
pre-parliament, the Economic Council (Wirtschaftsrat) in 1948, and
from 1949 for twelve years as a member of the Bundestag.

Bucerius was anything but tribal in his political allegiances. After
1945 he looked around for a political party which suited his prefer-
ences and when he joined the CDU, the Christian Democrats, this
was in some ways an unlikely decision both for him, the liberal bour-
geois, and for someone living in the secular republican city of
Hamburg. His reasons reflected a very personal choice; in fact they
revealed his Western values. He compared the socialist nationalism
of the first post-war Social Democratic leader, Kurt Schumacher, with
the views of Konrad Adenauer. ‘A man of nationalist leanings
[nationaler Mann]?’ he wondered about Konrad Adenauer. ‘No. This
distinguished him from Schumacher. And this is precisely why I
wanted to give him my confidence.’

Bucerius supported Adenauer throughout the early years of his
government, and notably at the time of the infamous Stalin note of
May 1952, which appeared to offer negotiations about German reuni-
fication in order to forestall German membership of NATO. This
was, Bucerius commented later, the chance to reach a conclusive
agreement ‘with the West’ and dispel the mistrust in a Germany pre-
ferring ‘to have a go with the East’. Naturally, Bucerius supported
the Schuman Plan which led to the setting up of the European Coal
and Steel Community. Less typically, he also strongly supported
Ludwig Erhard and the principles of the market economy. Thus
Bucerius the parliamentarian epitomized the new Germany with its
domestic liberalism and its international commitment to both
European and transatlantic co-operation, and thus to the European
Economic Community and NATO.

My father, a lifelong Social Democrat, had by that time become a
somewhat dissident member of his party. He, too, had supported the
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liberalizing economic policies of Erhard in the Economic Council,
and he had castigated his party for missing a historic opportunity
when it voted against the incipient European community in the
Bundestag. For the next generation—mine, for I was a student of clas-
sics and philosophy at Hamburg University in those early years of
the Federal Republic—my father’s and Bucerius’s position had
become an almost undisputed assumption. This was the time in
which what one might call the ‘Russian doll’ of alliances developed:
open up NATO, and inside you find European union; open up
European union, and inside you find Franco–German friendship;
and around it all there was the largest doll, the West. The various
dolls may not have fitted perfectly, but well enough to provide an
identity with the face of liberty.

This was, to be sure, an identity defined against another one
which to us seemed of almost equal strength, the East. But for the
young German it had a deeper significance. The 1950s were a time in
which many of us in Germany asked ourselves: how could the horri-
ble aberration of Nazism have happened in a modern, apparently
civilized country? In 1957 I first met Fritz Stern, the German-born
American historian, who was to become a lifetime friend. At the time,
he added to his splendid dissertation on ‘The Politics of Cultural
Despair’ the moving and incisive essay, ‘The Political Consequences
of the Unpolitical German’. Its key argument is that in order to
understand Germany’s ways one had to look not at eccentric minor-
ity views which exist everywhere, but at mainstream thinking and
notably the prevailing attitude to modernity. One then discovered a
German idealism—Stern calls it a ‘vulgar idealism’—which was
strongly motivated by ‘resentment against the West’.

Keystone of this attitude was the praise of culture against politics.
Did not Goethe and Schiller in one of their joint Xenia say: ‘Forming
a nation you Germans hope for in vain; form yourselves—and this
you can do—more freely therefore into human beings’? The human
being versus the citizen—this is part of the idealism which, to quote
Fritz Stern again, ‘became in fact the rhetoric with which the unpolit-
ical German denounced the mass society, democracy, liberalism,
modernity, indeed all the so-called importations from the West’.
From the beginning of the First World War such differences took on
a more militant tone. In the name of the idealist and nationalist
philosopher Fichte, intellectuals argued ‘that the German ideals of
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culture and personality were far more elevated than the selfish, hum-
drum ideals and institutions of the West’.

This is not the place to pursue the protracted debate about Ger-
many’s historical Sonderweg, or separate path, to which I made my
own contribution in the book on Society and Democracy in Germany in
1965. Like Stern, indeed following him, I contrasted the Anglo–
American and the German route to modernity. In the process, a def-
inition of the West emerges; Stern offers it almost incidentally: ‘the
legal freedom of the person, i.e. his protection from every form of
public arbitrariness, his liberation from economic and social disabili-
ties, and his spiritual freedom, i.e. his right to hold, exchange and
propagate dissenting beliefs’, plus, of course, ‘the capstone of the free
society—the right to self-government, the erection in other words, of
a representative and parliamentary system.’

At this point, a word is in place about America, Tocqueville’s
America, that is, the United States. In the late 1950s and early 1960s I
spent much time in America, two years if one adds it up. The result
was, as always, a book which I gave the title, Enlightenment Applied.
First published in 1963, it is by no means a panegyric of American
life, or even American democracy. The memory of the Eisenhower
years was still fresh, and thus that of the risks of an authoritarianism
which the ‘neo-Cons’ of our time were by no means the first to inject
into the history of liberal America. Despite such aberrations it
seemed then, and is in my view still true today, that America repre-
sents in some ways the purest version of the West. For like the United
States of America, the West is an eighteenth-century creation. It is the
great child of the Enlightenment, and nowhere was Enlightenment
less encumbered by closed minds and ancient privileges than in the
thirteen colonies of England across the waters.

Enlightenment means the belief in the human capacity to exercise
reason. It is, in Immanuel Kant’s words, the departure from self-inflict-
ed, that is man-made, obstacles to growth and independence. It is the
acceptance of uncertainty and the need to progress by trial and error.
Perhaps Europeans were always more prone to err, whereas Americans
could be relied upon never to cease trying. Among Houdon’s gallery of
the portrait busts of great Enlightenment figures—Diderot, Rousseau,
Voltaire—that of Benjamin Franklin has a characteristic and special
place. The man who invented both the Declaration of Independence
and the lightning conductor represents the ‘can do’ version of the

9

Europe and the West



Enlightenment which is America. Where Europeans worry and hesitate
and invoke complexity, Americans go in and do what in some ways all
believe is needed. The result may be a mess, but it is never the shoul-
der-shrugging readiness to leave the unacceptable alone.

This is what I mean by applied Enlightenment as against its
more—dare I say it?—academic version. Thus there are differences
between the European tradition and its American offshoot. But the
basic values remain the same, and they are French and English and
Scottish and also German in origin as well as American in their real
manifestations. They are, in Karl Popper’s words, the values of the
open society. They are the institutions of democracy and the market
economy. They are the confident associations of a civil society which
limits the power of the state by its vibrancy. They are the rule of law
based on consent rather than revelation. They are the great hope—
and in Kant’s sense, the moral imperative—of a cosmopolitan world
in which all are citizens of one world.

All this is the West as I have come to understand it. So what, then,
is Europe? In the early years after the Second World War, from the
formation of the Council of Europe through the failed projects of
political union to the Schuman Plan and the European Economic
Community, the answer was straightforward. There may be more
polite ways to put the case, but in essence it was the attempt to con-
tain the historically aberrant Germany in a union of peace and of
common interest which remains firmly embedded in the alliance of
the West. The process had side effects, many of them desirable. The
‘habit of co-operation’ praised by Andrew Shonfield in his 1973 Reith
Lectures on Europe is not to be underrated. Whereas the organized
West, notably NATO, tolerated from time to time members who
could hardly be said to subscribe to Western values, the record of the
European Union in this regard is flawless, if so far untested.

However, none of this diminished the attractiveness of the West
in its transatlantic complexity, nor did it terminally destroy the
‘Russian doll’ of political institutions. Indeed within these institu-
tions, Europeans readily accepted America’s military hegemony
even if they occasionally grumbled about cruise missiles and the like.
Germans in particular knew that Berlin was safe only as long as
Americans were prepared to protect it. When Ostpolitik was launch-
ed, Willy Brandt as Federal Chancellor went to great lengths to try
and keep the United States on board. In the domestic debate short
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shrift was made of those who toyed with a return to Germany’s
‘Eastern vocation’ of the past and tried to give the new politics of
‘change by closer relations’ an anti-Western drift.

Then came 1989. Despite 9/11 and one or two other landmark
events like 1968, I count the revolution in Europe which put an end to
Communism as the second great historical watershed in my lifetime
after the end of Nazism in 1945. And 1989 had a great deal to do with
the issues raised in this lecture. No one expressed this more clearly
than the unrivalled chronicler of these events, Timothy Garton Ash.
‘Does Central Europe Exist?’ he asked in one of his memorable pieces.
It is certainly no longer where German nationalists like Friedrich
Naumann once located Mitteleuropa, that is, in the heart of Germany.
The united Germany remained a part of the West: it is to Federal
Chancellor Kohl’s lasting credit that he made sure, in his decisive talks
with Gorbachev, that this was accepted in institutional terms as well as
in terms of values. For a while, Poles liked to describe their country as
Central Europe, thus drawing a line to an Eastern Europe to which
they did not want to belong. (Poland had, incidentally, long given this
point symbolic expression by abandoning East European and adopt-
ing Central European time, two hours apart from the then neighbour-
ing Soviet Union.) Since then, Central Europe has moved even further
East, so much so that when Timothy Garton Ash wrote another piece
twenty years after the first, entitled ‘Where is Central Europe Now?’,
he found it an elusive idea without geo-political reality. Poland, the
key country of the post-Communist world, has emphatically become
the West, with the sometimes confusing yet highly desirable result
that Germany has at last lost the Eastern option. If Germans look East
today they find countries which are if anything more Western than
they are. The enlargement of the European Union will in no sense
shift the balance of Europe away from the West: in some ways—as
the ‘letter of the Eight’ concerning America and Iraq has shown—the
opposite is true. Europe was always Western, but the new Europe of
those joining the European Union later turns out to be more deliber-
ately Western than those who were in from the start.

At the same time, the revolution of 1989 has done something para-
doxical to the West. By proving the point of its values it has destroyed
their institutional reality. Francis Fukuyama’s End of History is flawed
in more ways than one. The Cold War stifled history which only began
again after it had ended, with the process of globalization; but the con-
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flict between East and West ended soon after 1989. In fact, the old East
collapsed almost as silently as Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. Even
Russia joined the West, leaving not only Soviet Communism and its
Tsarist antecedents, but also Solzhenitsyn’s romanticism of the Slavic
soul behind. This meant that there was no opponent left for NATO,
which promptly proceeded to enlarge itself out of recognition. Softer
institutions like the Council of Europe did the same. The ‘Russian doll’
became a rather hollow toy. With the layer of NATO all but removed,
and Franco–German friendship rather brittle, the European Union
wobbled uneasily in the shell of the West. What was it all in aid of?
What in particular does the new condition mean if one continues to
believe in the values of the West, of liberty, and the principles and
institutions following from an enlightened view of the world?

Two contemporary authors have produced constructive, or at any
rate illuminating, responses to the question, Robert Kagan and
Timothy Garton Ash. (Others have also added their pennyworth to
the debate, notably some professors of philosophy in France and Italy
and Germany, not all of whom have managed to avoid the absurd or
the outright ridiculous.) Curiously, Kagan has removed the most
widely quoted phrase of his essay on ‘Paradise and Power’ from the
German edition: ‘Americans are from Mars, and Europeans are from
Venus.’ His key thesis remains that the West has split into those who
enjoy the luxury of life in the shadow of power, the Europeans, and
those who realize that values sometimes require power for their
defence even in faraway places about which most know little, the
Americans. Kagan’s plea for ‘a little common understanding’ fades
before his conclusions such as: ‘The United States must sometimes
play by the rules of a Hobbesian world, even though in doing so it
violates Europe’s postmodern norms.’ Garton Ash pleads with
America to appreciate that common interests with Europe remain,
and that Europe is capable of contributing to their advancement. His
project is a more united Europe which tackles, along with the United
States, the big issues of the contemporary world, beginning with a
lasting settlement in the Middle East.

All constructive ideas, and particularly those of Timothy Garton
Ash, are welcome, but the obstacles on the way are formidable. In
part, these obstacles defy actions by Europeans or, it appears, even
Americans. Peace and prosperity in the Middle East—which means,
in the first instance, in Israel and Palestine—is a worthy objective
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which, if attained, would have ramifications far and wide. Yet a real-
istic roadmap to that goal remains elusive. In part however, the
obstacles are of our own making, indeed they are in our minds as
much as in real conditions out there. Europe (for that is what I mean
by ‘us’) needs to re-think what it is about in order to live up to its
vocations as a force for promoting a cosmopolitan order of liberty.

This is anticipating the conclusion to which this analysis leads. It
has to do with the identity of the new Europe, by which I mean the
whole of Europe in its new, post-1989 and post-9/11 mode. For some
time now, it has been difficult to answer the question of the finalitiés
Européennes. This is the language used by the European Convention,
and its members have not found it easy to fill it with substance. Why
Europe? Why in particular should there be an ever closer union of the
democratic countries of Europe? The post-1945 answers of containing
Germany and maintaining peace have been overtaken by historical
changes. The economic motives of promoting and sustaining growth
by a common and eventually a single market have been realized at
least in principle. While much remains to be done, there is no funda-
mental new objective to be defined in this regard. Jacques Delors—
arguably the greatest federator of Europe after the post-war Christian
Democrats Konrad Adenauer, Alcide de Gasperi, and Robert
Schuman—has achieved what he set out to do.

The resulting vacuum of motivation however has increasingly
come to be filled by the surprising, and in my contention unfortunate
choice of a new enemy, the United States of America. More and more
European politicians and citizens want to build Europe if not explic-
itly against the United States, then at any rate in order to enable
Europe to hold its own, to balance the power of the hegemony. Even
the Euro is seen by some as a counterweight to the dollar. Much is
made of the need to preserve and enhance the ‘European social
model’ against the inroads of a neo-liberal view invented by Chicago
economists and embodied in the ‘Washington consensus’. More
recently, the popular yet unfocused search for a common European
foreign and defence policy has led some to dream of a multi-polar
world in which Europe plays an independent role as one of the poles
of power. Even the discovery, in the course of the Iraq episode, that
the interests of Europeans differ widely, has not discouraged such
hopes, especially since some seem to believe that dividing Europe
was a conscious objective of American policy.
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In my view, a Europe designed to balance the United States will
not come about, and more importantly, it should not come about. In
the first instance, such a Europe is simply not realistic. In terms of
‘hard power’ at least, there is no indication whatever of Europe want-
ing to match America’s strength. Even if the military expenditure of
European countries is increased massively (which is unlikely) the
result will be insignificant compared to the strength of the US mili-
tary machine. Moreover, a so-called foreign minister for Europe does
not make for a genuine foreign policy. France and the United
Kingdom will not abandon their veto in the United Nations; and by
the time all Europeans have agreed on a common policy, those mem-
bers with special interests will have taken the necessary action uni-
laterally. Britain and the Falklands, France and Francophone Africa,
indeed Germany and its unification are but some of the more flagrant
illustrations.

The more important point, however, is that it would not just be
undesirable but contrary to the interests of Europeans to split the
West in international politics. There may be, and probably will be,
differences between Eastern countries about methods. Kagan may
even be right that some of these differences will be due to Europe’s
comparative weakness in terms of hard power. This will lead
Europeans to insist more on ‘economic and soft power’, on ‘interna-
tional law and international institutions’, generally on ‘commonly
agreed-upon international rules of behaviour’. But none of this can
detract from the common interest in defending the liberal order
against all aggressors, and more, in spreading its principles to the
rest of the world. The more divided the West is, the more vulnerable
it becomes, and if it divides itself it has given up the core of its
strength.

Since Joseph Nye has introduced the distinction between ‘hard’
and ‘soft power’, not just American critics, like Kagan, but Europeans
themselves have enjoyed talking about Europe’s ‘soft’ strength. Some
have become so enamoured with the notion that they have diagnosed
a ‘decline in American power’ in the face of Europe’s ‘soft power’.

One must wonder not only what exactly this means but how
much of it there is. Economic power is often no more than a statisti-
cal figment based on adding up gross national products, whereas the
power lies with corporations which, if they have any nationality at
all, are just as likely to be American. Moreover, America’s magnetism
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in the world is undiminished. Even potential terrorists would proba-
bly settle for a life in the United States instead of their murderous
deeds if they were allowed to immigrate there; in any case, the major-
ity of mankind probably dreams of being American. The reason is the
lure of Enlightenment applied, of a liberal order which encourages
personal initiative in a climate of opportunity.

Returning to Europe’s finalitiés, this takes us back to the West and
to what Timothy Garton Ash calls ‘liberal order’. Europe is not about
some vague notion of unification. It would, in fact, destroy its justly
praised diversity if it took the objective of an ever closer union too
far. Europe is about maintaining Western values and with them the
constitution of liberty within its own fortunately ever-widening bor-
ders, and about supporting such values elsewhere in the world. The
so-called ‘Copenhagen criteria’ which spell out some institutional
preconditions of the liberal order were a good prescription for coun-
tries seeking accession to the European Union and showed Europe at
its best. With due adjustments to other cultural traditions, the princi-
ples underlying these criteria are applicable everywhere. The rule of
law, for example, must be a rule of secular law made and changed by
the people and not by high priests of any faith. The cultural rela-
tivism which is gaining ground at this time is a sign of weakening
confidence in the values of the liberal order.

This is one of many reasons why it is important to remember that
the values in question are more than European. They are Western,
uniting Europe, the United States, and important countries in other
parts of the world. In some ways, the OECD, the Organization of
Economic Co-operation and Development, has become the most
plausible institutional representation of the values in question, at
least in its own limited range of concern. It includes Japan and
Australia as well as Canada and some Latin American countries.
Would it be an idea to set up an OPCD, an Organization for Political
Co-operation and Development, to help spread and guard the con-
stitution of liberty across the world?

The underlying thesis of this lecture takes me back to the
Enlightenment, and notably to Immanuel Kant. Kagan likes to mock
‘the Kantian world of perpetual peace’. Had he looked at more than
the title of Kant’s essay ‘On Perpetual Peace’, he would have realized
that Kant is anything but a proponent of Arcadia. On the contrary, in
his other essay, ‘Idea for a Universal History With Cosmopolitan
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Intent’, Kant makes fun of those who dream of an Arcadia in which
their existence has no greater value than that of their sheep. Conflict,
or in Kant’s words, ‘antagonism’, is endemic in human society, and a
source of progress. At the end of the day, such progress might envis-
age an international order of lively competition and conflict under
the law. We have a long way to go to such an order; perhaps we shall
never reach it. In the meantime, however, we must act in such a way
that the maxims of our actions can be thought of as the principles of
a cosmopolitan order. Nothing we do must make the path to this goal
more difficult; whatever we do must pave the way to a lawful and
liberal order both at home and in the world.

This is, in my submission, what institutional Europe is about. The
European Union (or whatever it is going to be called) draws its
strength and its meaning from being a step in the right direction. Like
the United States and therefore with the United States it points the
way to a wider, and ultimately general, acceptance of certain values.
If one does not like the word ‘Western’, one can describe them as
those of the liberal order, though they began their career as the val-
ues of the West. Do they justify intervention in other parts of the
world where such values are systematically violated? I believe they
do, though again we must aim for rules which guide and restrain our
actions. In any case, the time has come to reassert the values of such
an order. Perhaps we need a new West which engages in joint proj-
ects of peace and prosperity in freedom.

RALF DAHRENDORF is a member of the House of Lords. Among
his recent publications are Liberal und unabhängig: Gerd Bucerius und
seine Zeit (2002),  Die Krise der Demokratie: Ein Gespräch (2002), and Auf
der Suche nach einer neuen Ordnung: Eine Politik der Freiheit für das 21.
Jahrhundert (2003).
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Among one of the most consistent claims made by the organizers and
supporters of the ‘Wehrmacht exhibition’1 has been that the ‘myth’ of
a ‘clean Wehrmacht’ took root in the Federal Republic of Germany in
the early 1950s, lasting well into the 1980s, only to have been finally
shattered by the exhibition itself in the mid-1990s. Although this the-
sis has very little to do with the actual content of the exhibition—
which examined the role of the Wehrmacht, and the army in particu-
lar, in co-operating with SS units in the final solution in the Soviet
Union, in executions of enemy personnel, and the extermination of
countless civilians through the device of declaring them to be parti-
sans—it is has been repeated consistently by a number of historians.2
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