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What makes Europe into a guestion for our world, present and fu-
ture—and not just a historical or cultural given—comes from a d.eep am-
bivalence that marks the European phenomenon as much in terms of the
facts as in thought.

Indeed, if we search for what sets the culture of Europe apart, what
belongs to it properly speaking and what might constitute its patrimony
or its core identity, we uncover assets that are undeniably precious, and
whose constitution has req_ufred endless patience and energy; yet they are
difficult to grasp in and of themselves: a certain general idea of whart is
human, a vision of being as a whole, a concern for what is broadest and
for what is most common—in a word, a penchaﬂt for the universal. How
strange that, in the end, E.urope may not have produced anything for itself
beyond this milieu in which it is itself dissolving; that its singularity may
consist in denying that it is singular and in affirming or giving rise only to
that which it shares with everyone else. Since its dawn, Europe may have
on[y worked toward this excess that resorbs it. Better still, the deep value of
European culture may lie precisely in the fact that Europe has been—and
may still be—the place that constructed the unreasonable dream of a hu-
manity open to all, and of a radically way of being in common.

This is not to say that Europe might have the prerogative of broad-
minded views and generosity. First, one would have to be thorough[y ac-
quainred with India, China, ancient America, or immemorial Africa and
their thfnking to know whether this demon doesn't stir them as well. But
above all, the desire animating Europe, to Expand and share, has com-
bined with another—contradictory—tendency throughout its history: the
inclination to take up this quest, to recoghize it as its own, and rhereby to
endow its natives with an otherwise established identfry, that of privﬂeged
possessofs of the universal and superior specialists of the genera[. More
than one colonial undertaking was legitimized in the name of a brutally
despotic universalism. Moreover, it is exacrly when the champions of com-
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monality manifest this unexpe::teci particu_iarisrn that the ﬁgure of E.urope
appears. For there to be a universal, there is no need for the idea of Eu-
rope, or the word, or its conception. Other attempts at universaiiry that
preceded and influenced the idea of Europe had done without it: the ideas
of empire or Christendom were not meant to be speciﬁcaii}' European; it
was Europe, after the fact, that laid claim to them and annexed them to
its heritage. Neither Stoic thought nor the words of Jesus Christ are linked
to the continent. When Europe comes on the scene—not when the word
is born but when the idea imposes itself—it is at the intersection of these
two opposing exigencies: the desire for universality and the concern for its
repatriation. This is the hyporhesis und.erpinning this book: Europe was
born of this (mis)alliance. Understanding the tension between the ongoing
idea of uni\'ersaiity—the sole contents of European culture—and E.urope’s
withdrawal into a continental idenl:irj,r is the goai of the foiiowing pages.

Toc[ay, the question raised by this ambivalence is no ionger speciﬁ-
caiiy European. ‘This is because, first of all, examining this ambivalence
requires a f'airiy deep re-elaboration of the cohcept of the universal—as
attempted in this book. Itis very important to say today—and ever}rwhere,
no doubt—that the universal is not the same as the uniform, or the glo]::-al.
The universal is a process of transformation of human rhoughrs and prac-
tices, and it works to unify and assemble them. On this score, the universal
is neither a stable state nor a distant horizon; it is an onward movement, a
stride, a transformation. Thart is why it is always both extensive and inten-
sive: spreading its movement over a broader and greater expanse and af-
Fecting each of its agents in their singuiar depth. The universal is less the
becoming homogeneous of the world than its becoming shared, and si-
mu_lraneousiy, for each of the world’s inhabitants, becoming a human citi-
zen. The universal is not worldwide globaiizarion—which, as we can see,
mu_itiplies ineq_uaiities, hierarchies, barriers, and injustices. The universal is
an ethical process of conjunction and intersection.

Converseiy, what is at stake in repatriating things toward the ﬁgure
of the continental is surely not the recognition of sing'u_iar histories, ieg:r
cies, homelands, or affinities. On the contrary: the withdrawal into the
representation of Europe as a continent crushes all this through an imagi-
nary investment in an .t'armn'{y—thar is to say, the worship of sameness and
of that which is like oneself, the appropriation of history and commonality
by way of the self of a supposed European subject.
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In this double sense, the ambiguity that works its way through the
history and thinki'ng of Europe turns into our question, a question for
everyone, for the planerary citizens of roday and tomorrow. It is the ques-
tion of the relation between the desire to share and the urge to appropriate,
between a calling and a return—between our momentum and our image.



