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Sleepwalking through the European Dream (Part 1)
It is not very often, one imagines, tbat an
eminent lecturer quotes George Carlin,
as witty and wise as Carlin can be, and yet
tbat is exactly wbat Jeremy Rifkin, autbor
of seventeen books on science and tecbno-
logy, and tbeir impact on matters sucb as
tbe economy, society and tbe environment,
did at bis recent lecture in Amsterdam
bosted by tbe Jobn Adams Society, Tbose
lucky few bundred wbo were able to get
tickets to tbe sold-out lecture were treated
to an exciting, intriguing, and tbougbt-pro-
voking talk from tbis fascinating man, In
town following tbe recent publication ofbis
latest best seller, The European Dream: How
Europe's ViJion of the Future iJ Quietly Eclip-
sing the American Dream, before be depar-
ted tbe city, tbis paper was very pleased to
interview tbe antbor about bis latest book,
policies, politics and more,

By Kim Chandler

Rifkin g,ew up in what he te,ms 'the heactland of Ame-

dca,' bom in Colomdo and mised on the South-Westside

of Chicago, in a wo,king class community. "My fath"

was bom in 1908 in Denv", fifteen yea'" aft" the of-

ficial closing ofthe Am"ican fronti"." His fath"taught

his child"n a simple d=: "Am"ica is a tough place,

but it is the land of oppoctunity. You get a good public

education, you wo,k hacd, and you can make a success

out of you, life. We did it. All kinds ofimmig"nts came
to Amedca and made sacdfices and made themselves a

bett" life. Ou, dceam was ceal, it was robust."

As Rifkin makes clea, in his latest book, it was not that

long ago, 1960 in fact. thatAm"ica was the most middle-

class, egalitadan count,y of all the OECD (Oeganisation

fa, Economic Co-operntionand Development)countries.

Am"ica now rnttks 24" in that list. "Only Mexico and

Russia have gceat" dispacities of wealth." This may be

a bit shocking to some Am"ican "ad"" but p"haps

they saw something even moce shocking watching the
television broadcasts of New Odeans aft" Hurcicane

Kateina. "This is not just in the Gulf Coast, it is p,obably

happening ali ov" Am"ica." Is this why only 51% of
Am"'= ..'" boHeve in the Am"ican d"am? If so,

it still does not mean that they ace clamoudng fo, the

European D"acn.

"We nd~f1i,ink about you. We don't even have you on

ou, television s"eens, we ace Am"i-centdc. The only

time we do think of you when we take vacations." This is

important in theviewofRifkin in thattheave"ge Amed-

can is only given five to ten days off annualiy. "And when

we want to "juvenate ou, spidts we come to Eu,ope. We

sense you have something to give us, we'" notsu" what

it is but we want it." Howevec, this alte" drastically when

the avecage Am"ican takes a =e moment to think of

institutional Europe. "Then you tend to get this kind of

view: Anti-macket hias, infiexible labom policies, pam-

peced worke"" aging population, welfacesystem "adyto

collapse, everyone dependent on the state, a museum."

Rifkin asserts in The EuropeanD""m that though thece

may be some tMh to this, what is being missed is that in

the last th"e gen"ations 455 million people across 25
membe, counties have come to c",te the fi,st t"ns-na-

tional governing space in the wodd. He goes furthe, in his

contention that it is not just Amedcans who a" oblivious

to this fact; he states that many in Europe, includingsome

alleged experts he" on the continent, a" also asleep to
the facts.

He w,ote the book to wake us all. The found" and P"si-

dent of the Foundation on Economic Tcends, Rifkin has

worl<:ed foe moce than twenty yea" in Eu,ope advising

politicians, political pacties, wodd lead", as weli as

consulting with Europe's leading companies and wo,-

king with g"''"'oots, envkonmental, and social justice

campaigns. This man has walked his talk on both sides
ofthe Atlantic.

"Generally, people think of Am"ica as a g,eat supe'

pow" and Europe as faliing apact, a museum; and yet

h"e's the ",lity on the ground. The European Union's

GDPexceeded the US GDP in2003. We'"abouteven this

yea,. The EU is the lacgest exporting pow" in the whole

wodd, not the US and not China. The EU is the la.-gest

int"nal tradingmacket in the wodd; 61 of the 140 lacgest

Foctune 500 companies a" in Europe, only 50 are in the

US. Yau lead In key indus"les, 14of the la.-gest 20 banks

are in Eu,ope, you lead a"oss the boon! In the insurance

industry, you lead in ",cospace, engine"ing, chemicals

and const,uction. Thm ace two economic sup"powe",;

th"e may be only one militacy supe'powe" butthere ace

two economic sup"pow"s."

As he explains it. pact of the problem is Geography; we're

stili compadng G"many, F"nce and the UK to the US.

"Since Maas"ichtyou ace a pol itical union, you have been

since 1992, wheth"ocnotyou ev" vote fo,the constitu-

tion. The companies I wo,k with in Eucope a" "gulated

fcom B,ussels, they don't think of themselves as Dutchoe

Fcench 0' G"man companies." He ass"ts that we have

to change ou, concept of geog"phy. We have to compa"

G"many to Califomla. "Ge,many is the lacgest state in

this union; Califomia is the la.-gest state in the Amedcan

union. G"many has a bigg" population, but its economy

"umps Callfomia. Then we have to compace the UK, the

2M lac80st state, to New Yock and the UK tmmps New

Yo,k. Then the big pcoblem, F"nce, you have to compare

F"nce to Texas and Francet,umps Texas. If yougo state
by state you begin to see the magnitude and scope of

Europe. Thm's anoth" play" on the scene; not arioth"

competito, for Amedca, anoth" pactn". Maybe we can

come togeth" and make this a bert" wodd."

It is cleanhat if you measure a good economy hy pay

cheques then Am"icans ace 28% eich"than Europeans.
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"Wehave bigg" homes, faste, TVs and SUVs. We have

more. It's more unequally divided, but';" have mo"

stuff, as Geo'ge Cadin would say. In Eu,ope if you

measu" youceconomy hy quality oflife, which is the EU

signatme, you get a whole oth" diff"ent ,eading on the

st"ngth of you, economy." At the elementary and secon-

dacy school level, students in 18 Emopean coun"ies out,

p"fo,," Amedean students in maths. The" a" om 40

million Am"ieans without heaithcare insurance, "The

only othe, country that hasn't socialised medicine, of the
indust,ialised nations, ~ South Afdca The EU 15 has mo"

docto", pecpopulationandyou live ay= longe,than we do,

which astounds me as yon still smok"o much."

We also have a low" infant mortality "te. "Am"ica

conks 27" in infant death, the reason why, pomty. You

have poverty all ov" Europe, it's tmible,l've seen it, but

Am"ican poverty is even woese. One out of every five

kids in the States lives in absolute povecty. When yon

saw those pictmes fcom New Odeans, well that was just

NewOdeans and the Gulf Coast. Now "m notsugg",ting

thatthis all of Amedca, but its not just New Odeans. That

doesn't mean we don't havo a theiving middle class in a

lot of beautiful subu"'s, but we have a lot of bad povecty

as well."

Accon!ing to Rifkin, the Eucopean Dceam focuses on

quality oflife; the Am"ican dream focuses on "ligion.

"We're the most "ligious, most P,otestant, most Chds-

tiannationofanyindust,laI country. A majodty of us pray

every day and goto "ligious ",vices every week. A slim

majodty of us believe in the lite"i "anslation ofthe bible

won! foewo,dandabout 50% believo inthecreationstory.

A slim majo,ity believe in the final battle of Mmageddon
as laid out in the Book of Revelations."

Coupled with that. he notes thatAm"ica is themostpat,i-

otic of the industeialised nations in the wodd, "Om kids

will die fo, ou' country, sometimes in wa", we shouldn't

be in. Emope was ,ight. We should have had a UN man-

date; we should have made sure th"e wm weapons of

mass destmction th"e. I'm not saying Hussein was a

good guy, but it's pretty obvious why we'" thece. They

had the map of the oil fields out fast." So does that mean

that you have to go to wac to be pat,iotic?

"In Eucope you're patdotic, just go to a socw game,

the Dutch ace pateiotic. But when we start talking about

pa"iotism In relation to politics, you stact to get n"vous;

it sounds like the bad old days of the 1930s of hate and

animosity. When you hea, the ph,ase 'axis of evil' you.

think it's a slick metapho,; It is not, a little ove, 50% of

Amedeans believethat the devil actually exists and thus

they feel that a pow"ful and just military is necessa'y

when that evil rea" itS head. If it wasn't fo, Am"ican

troops, BosniaandKosovo may still be a wac zone. On the

oth"hand, Eucope does walk the walk fo'peace. You do

put mo" money into reconstmction assistance without

st,ings attached; fo"lgn aid, humanitaeian assiStance

and policing powm in post conflict situations. Maybe
we need to leacn fcom each oth"."

man and take chacge of you, life is what pa"nts teact

thei, children. In Eu,ope, you teach you, children thO'

f,eedom is di"ctly related to the quality of you, life, th,

quality of you, "Iationshlps and the quaiity of the com.

munity you're a part of. Askan Amedcan what the d",rc

is and they'll say the pe""nal oppo,tunity to succeed i,

whatem I choose. Ask a European what thei, dream is

that I should have a good quality of life fo, myself an,

my children."

Anoihe, diffe"nce, in his opinion, is the European at.

tachmentto sustainable development. .Why did you slg,

the global wacming "eaty and we didn't; you signed th,

biodive"ity treaty and we didn't; you signed technical

legislation to "gulate chemicals, we won't? You tax

gasoline, we don't; you save en"gy, we don't; why? Is i,
hecause you're bette, people? No."

Rifkin is not naIve about Europe, "I'm mindful ev"y

time I step on European soil that mace blood is in this

SOil than any where else In the wodd. You're the waITio"

of the wodd, 2000 yms of bloodshed, hatred and ani.

mosity and you finally said, we'" done and we're going

to find a new way to govem each othe,. We',e not sure

what it's going to look like, hut it's going to be based on

"ciprocity and tmst and building beidges of peace and

co-operation."

It is due to this that he feels we can be forgiven fo, being
confused about the Eu,opean Union, the" is no prece-

dent; it is a wo,k in pcog"ss. "Ev"y oth" nation has

been bom of violence or coe,cion. Even the Amedcan

democracy had the genocide of the abo,iginal popula-

tion; we b,ought the Afeican slaves ovec to improve OUt

comme"e; we had a revolution. So we must be patien'

with the Union and with ou",elves."

"You're doing okay. Vou have open bo,d"s. Vou have a

young genemtion that celeb"tes each othe,'s cultures.
Today, 1./3 of all European youngstm between the ages

ofl8 & 31 say they feel Emopean fi,st. Thatdoesn'tmean

they're not still Dutch, fodnstance, but they have anoth"

loyalty; they'" Eucopean and people of the wodd.lt's a

more cosmopolitan outlook." And of course ou, beliefin

quality oflife; the ,ight to work to live rath"than live to

wo,k is ev" important to Eucopeans.

"The Amedcan dre"," focuses on the wode ethic. We

wo,k mo" hou", than any oth" nation in the wodd; we

wo,k iong" than the Ko,eans; 1900 hours a ym. We say

"Idle hands are the devils wo,k shop," so when we hea,

the wodd idle, we think it's a sin. When Europeans hea,

the word idle you think, "Time to go to the cafe, time to

take a walk." Instead ofpcoperty ,ights, in Europe you

focus on social eights, the dght to health care, the ,ight to

,eti"ment benefits, the dght to matemity leave, and the

eight to a paid vacation."

Rifkin is adamant that accoss Eucope the baby boome"

and e.gen"ation believe in inclusivity, that we should
nev"abandonsomeonetotallytothemarketon thei,own

and that wehavesomeobligation to take me of those who
need some social net. "There is a beliefin multicultural

dimsity; you respect pluralism and see cuituce as a gift

to share; a beliefinaquality oflife; sustainabledevelop-

ment; a balance of wo,k and play; promotion of human

,ightsand building peace. We're an inte"onnected wodd

and we have to figu" out how to live togeth". You'"

not th"e yet, it's a mess, but so is ev"y political nation
in the wodd." What interests Rifkin Is not the evident

shortfalls, butthe factthat this is the fi,st time in histo,y,

whe" a collective pact of the human race, "has daced to

d,,"," a dce","that attempts a global consciousness. It

may pcove to thin,l'm not su" ifthe young people have
the mength and the courage and the conviction, but this

Is ,,-globalisation from the bottom up."

Parttwoofthis intecviewwill be publishcd In next week's

edition ofthis pap".

For more Informanon an J",my RifkIn or Ihe Founda-

lion on Economic Trends vlslr wwwfoel.org
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