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Founding Discord

A fruitful concept for the preamble of the European constitution

An impertinent question

Should the new European Constitution be explicit about its foundations?  Should it make clear the historical roots of the faith-systems which underpin and fashion its overall sense and shape? 

Prudently, the Convention has chosen to be silent on this question. Its silence is eloquent: it gives credit to and carries forward the historic ending of the wars of religion. It is turning its back on the demons which made hegemonic claims to have discovered the ultimate meaning – oh sinister memories – whether religious in nature or not. It is making the priceless sign of a historic victory of democracy, alas never definitively secured.

The question arises however for some of us as to whether this silence can suffice as promise. Is it the best light to help us cross positively through the great challenges at present and in the future facing Europe under construction? 

An important and dangerous historical moment

The dynamic of European construction is supposed to give new form to an identity which can be provisionally and clumsily described as “post-national”. Now, the shift from Nation State to the form of State which is emerging needs to be able to cater for two partly contradictory phenomena: a globalisation of trade, finance and information, speeded-up by numerous technological and scientific openings, and a sometimes bewildered quest for identity by persons and communities who revolt against everything being managed according to a logic linked absolutely to this globalisation. Thus we are living through a moment of transformation, where that ambiguous universalist opening due to globalisation provokes a variety of dangerous reactions in the manner of turning in on oneself and one’s identity.  A historic moment beset all around with peril.

The form that has to be found and constructed invites us in several ways to give a more substantial content to the idea of Europe. This content might allow for the creation of a new political “playing field” in which individuals see themselves as facing a multitude of free affiliations, without these ways of belonging ever leading them to being imprisoned in religious, philosophical, ethnic or political community identities.

A timely suggestion? – the concept of “désaccord fondateur”

The silence about the ideas and principles which have fashioned the European idea – a silence which as was pointed out, has its positive side – is in danger of cutting off those involved in contemporary civil and political activities from resources linked to the memory of wounds caused at each of the stages of the cultural history of Europe and the memory of promises not yet fulfilled tied up with them. Can the future be built on this silence? Imagining the future and remembering the past always go hand in hand. Imagining the future in a fruitful way cannot be done while forgetting the past. Is reference to the history of faith-systems and ideas possible however without it being a carryover of the unseemly power struggles of the past? 

We feel that the concept of “founding discord” put forward by Olivier Abel during the last conference organised by the Avicenna Association is promising in this connection: 

“… It seems to me that the institutional framework of this confrontation, the thousands of founding discords, should be a stage on which these different sources of Europe, these unfulfilled promises might be allowed to come out and confront each other.”
 

A discord is a founding one for a people when, once recognised as a value by that people, it provides them with a dynamic which can produce fair social relations. Any devaluing of this discord, on the contrary, would bring with it a formidable aberration. This is the reason why it needs to be recognised as a basis, a vital foundation. Recognising this would be appropriate in the preamble to a constitution. In the preamble of the European constitution the discord is over the principle of transcendence. How necessary is it to insert this in order to justify Europe politically? It is an undecidable question. Inserting this point in terms of founding discord would open up a space for pluralism in keeping with the inescapable quest for common norms, by means of consensus through confrontation. 

A concept providing a dynamic space for a pluralism which isn’t tame

The recognition of discord as being the very heart of European culture indicates a space where the State lands itself with an ongoing confrontation between the diverse “worldviews”, all of which simultaneously renounce all claims to ultimate Truth and Justice.

However they don’t renounce being drawn towards the true and just. The space thus indicated corresponds to the true secular nature of the State. It is the result of a reciprocal pressure exerted by the various religious or secular faith-systems. What makes the solidity of the vault is the equilibrium of the pressures and not their neutralisation. We are far from the tame pluralism which way-lays our democracies and doesn’t give them the means for coping with the challenges of the moment humanely. 

An effective concept for eliminating any universalist theological-political proposition

The concept of “founding discord” means rejection of any political organisation which claims for itself a unilateral philosophical or theological foundation. The non-recognition of the principle of “founding discord” by a State for its political organisation is enough to disqualify its request to belong to Europe. 

Honouring the “founding discord” amounts to constructing a dyke which preserves the European “playing field” against the emergence of any fundamentalist or totalitarian regimes. It allows for a deepening of the secular and pluralist conception of the State, without confiscating citizenship from anyone. It invites a deepening of the debate between the religious and secular conceptions of the human being in a way that is compatible with such an understanding. This allows both of them to draw on the riches of their heritage so as to germinate the creative imagination necessary to cope with the present challenges of globalisation and balkanisation.

A concept which takes history into account

Over the question of the foundations of values and law, European citizens have disagreed for centuries. To write this discord into the preamble of the Constitution would amount to recognising the truth of what is a historical fact. The recognition of this discord as foundational for the European space would in fact establish the legitimacy of pluralism in respect of this question. No European would be able any more to claim the hegemony of his concept of how the State is organised politically. 

Indeed, we said so at the start, it is better to decide to keep deliberate silence on this ultimately undecidable question than make a timorous reference to a partial heritage: you appreciate silence over a question which has given rise to historic wounds that haven’t yet healed.

Isn’t opening the question of references opening Pandora’s box? Proposing the concept of “founding discord” avoids this risk because it precludes any violent stand over a universalist reading of the cultural roots of European history. It bestows the rank of democratic nobility on the uneasiness felt when one evokes the question, but illuminates it and gives it a historic dimension. 

A concept which invites cultivating a plural memory in order to imagine an open future

Recognising that there is a “founding discord” as regards the relationship with transcendence in organising political space “is to recognise that the ethical-mythical nub of Europe is as much Plato as Moses, Diogenes, Epicurus or the heroic sense of Greek citizenship as Roman law, the ‘neither Jew nor Greek’ of the Epistles of Paul, the extraordinary style of Saint Augustine’s Confessions, Germanic individualism, the great reconstruction of the Middle Ages, magical humanism and the prodigious explosion of the Renaissance, the desacralisation and ruptures of the Reformation, Cartesian doubt and Baroque flourish, the pluralist rationalism of “les Lumières” so different from the already utilitarian empiricism of the Enlightenment and the mild enthusiasm of the Aufklärung, and which gives rise here and there to romantic reactions in themselves so diverse, revolutionary or reactionary. Europe is still the great edifice of positive sciences, the enterprise of bourgeois financiers and traders, the tradition of social Catholicism, totalitarian nightmares to be deconstructed right to the end, and the patient endeavour of our reconstructions. Pell-mell we have to reopen all these facets, and others of which we are as yet unaware, no one of them any more worn out and obsolete than any other, all still unfulfilled promises.”
 

A concept inviting us to seek consensus through confrontation

While “founding discord” would seem to provide the space in which a democratic 

society might function effectively, it still has to be set in motion and channelled into a fruitful way of living together. To get there, we propose trying the method of “consensus through confrontation” as spelt out at some length in the work of Jean-Marc Ferry.
 

This method in no way seeks to unify the faith-systems, but has as its object to arrive at shared rights. It’s concerned with a practice of discussion which avoids debates on beliefs and seeks concretely to resolve problems of society by means of mutual listening. It’s not a question of agreeing over worldviews but concretely to search for and imagine how to resolve practical problems.

A concept which demands a wise and just political accompaniment

Living on the field of discord is as demanding for peoples as it is for persons. Putting the citizen into such a situation (and presenting it as a desirable option) means those in political power need to pay more attention than ever towards those who are overwhelmed with weariness from just being themselves. 

Economic, social, cultural and legal dynamics have to be created which guarantee for those who are fragile, or come from minority or dominated groups, the ways by which they can find their identity. A truly pluralist system of formation and information – particularly to do with the media – should be guaranteed in a field of this kind, so allowing concern for fragile sections of the population. 

� Founding discord: term coined by Olivier Abel in his article,“Le conflit religieux fondateur de l’Europe”, in Revue Nouvelle, January-February 2003. 
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