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Introduction

The social contract between citizen and state has quietly shifted 
register. What was once a relationship of authority and obligation has 

come to resemble a service agreement. Citizens increasingly evaluate government the 
way they evaluate a subscription: by deliverables, by speed, by the gap between promise 
and experience. That shift is not merely cultural. It has structural consequences for how 
societies absorb shock.

For a generation raised in relative stability, crisis was something that happened 
elsewhere or in textbooks. That illusion has worn thin. Europe today faces a geopolitical 
landscape in motion, a climate urgency that demands immediate action, an industrial 
base under competitive strain, and an artificial intelligence revolution that threatens to 
reshape the labour market within a single decade. These are not sequential problems. 
They overlap, interact, and amplify one another, what has been termed a polycrisis.

For Belgium, this polycrisis is not an abstraction. As a small, highly open economy at the 
institutional heart of Europe — home to the European Commission, NATO headquarters, 
and a dense web of multilateral institutions — Belgium is simultaneously a mirror and 
a laboratory for everything this paper describes. Its trade-to-GDP ratio exceeds 170 
percent, making it structurally dependent on the stability of the very international order 
now under strain. Its political system, characterised by deep linguistic and community 
divisions, makes coalition-building slow and reform politically costly. And its public 
finances, among the most constrained in the eurozone, limit the fiscal space available to 
absorb external shocks. Belgium does not merely observe the polycrisis from a distance; 
it experiences it at close range, from every direction at once.

Whether this moment is historically unique is debatable. Every generation of 
policymakers has faced its own constellation of crises. The more relevant observation is 
this: a society that believes itself to be in crisis, functionally is. Collective perception 
shapes collective behaviour. And the sense of urgency today, amplified by social media, 
accelerated news cycles, and the sheer density of information, is palpable.
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A SOCIETY THAT BELIEVES 
ITSELF TO BE IN CRISIS, 
FUNCTIONALLY IS.

In recent years, the concept of resilience has gained traction across policy circles, 
corporate boardrooms, and public discourse. Yet it remains under-defined. It is invoked 
as aspiration far more often than it is examined as mechanism. This paper attempts 
a more precise accounting: what constitutes a resilient society, what structural 
conditions enable it, and why resilience alone, without the capacity for innovation,  
may prove insufficient.

The argument is also normative. Europe’s resilience deficit is not the product of bad 
luck or inevitable decline; it is the cumulative result of choices that political systems 
have repeatedly postponed. Reversing it requires deliberate trade-offs — between 
short-term comfort and long-term capacity, between regulatory caution and the right to 
experiment, between the convenience of dependency and the cost of autonomy.  
This paper takes those trade-offs seriously rather than treating them as technical 
questions.

The argument draws on my recent essay De Comeback Code (Ertsberg, 2026), which 
examines how individuals, organisations, and societies navigate crisis. This paper is not 
intended as a comprehensive or academically conclusive treatment. It is a structured 
reflection - an invitation to debate rather than a final verdict.

That said, the paper is meta in scope but explicit in direction: it proposes a conceptual 
frame and the normative consequences that follow from it. Each of its sections 
deliberately ends in a policy bearing, an invitation not only to reflect, but to choose.
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I. 	 What Makes a Society Resilient?

Resilience as Tension Management

Resilience, at the societal level, is often confused with 
stability. But a stable society is not necessarily a re-
silient one. Stability can be the product of rigidity, of 
systems so tightly optimised for current conditions 
that any deviation becomes catastrophic. Resilience 
is something different. It is the capacity of a society 
to absorb disruption without losing its fundamental 
coherence.

Democracy offers a useful lens. Democratic societies 
are, by definition, always in motion. They oscillate be-
tween periods of trust and periods of discontent, be-
tween freedom and demands for control. That is not a 
design flaw; it is the mechanism. A democratic society 
that appears perfectly calm has merely not yet reached 
the next turn. Whoever mistakes democracy for per-
manent harmony misunderstands its nature. Whoever 
reads every crisis as systemic failure misunderstands 
it equally.

The definition I propose is this: societal resilience 
is tension management in the broadest sense. Not 
the elimination of tension, but the capacity to hold it, 
channel it, and derive direction from it. That capacity 
rests on four interconnected pillars: narrative, power, 
security, and infrastructure.

The Narrative Pillar

Societies do not cohere around institutions alone. They 
cohere around stories: shared frameworks of meaning 
that explain why collective effort is worthwhile, what is 
worth defending, and what losses are tolerable. These 
narratives are never neutral. They contain choices, ex-
clusions, and moral commitments.

Historically, three types of narrative have carried soci-
eties through crisis.

1.	 Ideological narratives define collective identity: 
who belongs, what values are non-negotiable, 
where the boundary lies between self and other.

2.	 Religious or existential narratives give meaning 
to suffering and loss. They answer the questions 
that rational frameworks cannot.

3.	 And political-economic narratives structure the 
distribution of responsibility: who creates wealth, 
who owes what to whom, what role the state 
should play. When these narratives reinforce one 
another, coherence emerges. When they contra-
dict or hollow one another out, fragility sets in.

The crucial point is not that a society needs one mon-
olithic story. Pluralism and a shared narrative are not 
incompatible; provided the sub-identities within a 
society do not undermine the larger framework that 
holds them together. A family is a family only as long as 
its members recognise that it is more than the sum of 
individuals. The same logic applies to nations and su-
pranational unions.
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What history does show is that societies capable of 
bearing crisis possess a story larger than the pain of 
the moment. During the London Blitz, suicide rates fell. 
Not because life had become bearable, but because 
suffering was embedded in a narrative of duty and col-
lective endurance. Roosevelt in 1933, facing a morally 
shattered nation, began not with policy but with lan-
guage. His task was not to solve the Depression in a 
single speech, but to reframe it, to make collective ac-
tion thinkable again. The great leaders of crisis periods 
have rarely promised comfort. They offered meaning. 
That distinction matters more than it appears.

In policy terms, this implies defending the institutional 
carriers of narrative against budgetary erosion: inde-
pendent public broadcasting, civic and historical edu-
cation in secondary schools, and a living national com-
memorative culture. A society that cuts these as “soft” 
spending forfeits its narrative infrastructure precisely 
when it most needs to mobilise collective effort. Nar-
rative is not a communications budget; it is load-bear-
ing.

NARRATIVE IS NOT 
A COMMUNICATIONS
BUDGET; IT IS 
LOAD-BEARING.

The opposite of resilience is not weakness — it is cyni-
cism. Cynicism is the moment at which a society stops 
believing that direction is possible. It manifests itself 
as postponed decisions, avoided choices, and respon-
sibilities that quietly migrate elsewhere. It is not loud; 

it is exhausted. Whoever lets cynicism settle in public 
debate has already conceded the narrative pillar, re-
gardless of which institutions still formally function. A 
resilient society is therefore not the one with the loud-
est optimism, but the one in which cynicism has not 
yet become the default register.

Belgium offers a particularly instructive case study. It 
is a country in which the narrative deficit has become 
structural. The shared political-economic story that 
held the Belgian state together for much of the post-
war period — a story of social compromise, industrial 
solidarity, and common European ambition — has frac-
tured along community lines. The Flemish and Fran-
cophone publics increasingly inhabit separate media 
ecosystems, separate educational frameworks, and 
separate political imaginaries. What was once a nar-

THE OPPOSITE OF 
RESILIENCE IS NOT
WEAKNESS,
IT IS CYNICISM.
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rative of unity-in-diversity has, for many, become a 
narrative of parallel coexistence. The practical conse-
quences are not merely symbolic: seven government 
formation crises since 2007, record-breaking care-
taker periods, and a chronic inability to address struc-

tural reforms that all parties privately acknowledge 
are overdue. Belgium does not lack capable leaders 
or well-designed policies. It lacks the shared narrative 
without which collective action cannot be sustained.

II. 	 The Conditions of Resilience

Power and the Freedom to Choose

A compelling narrative is necessary for a society to 
cope with difficulty, but it is not sufficient. Without the 
capacity to act on it, a story remains rhetoric. A nation 
that wants to bend inconvenient circumstances into 
opportunity needs power in order to have the freedom 
to change course. No bending circumstances without 
the power to do so.

Societal resilience therefore requires hard power, not 
in the coercive sense (alone), but as the structural 
freedom to make choices.

Power at the societal level operates across four dimen-
sions.

1.	 Financial power: the capacity to invest, absorb 
economic shocks, and sustain public goods 
through downturns.

2.	 Strategic position: the geographic, geopoliti-
cal, and institutional standing that determines 
a society’s leverage in the international order.

3.	 Network and exposure: the density and quali-
ty of alliances, trade relationships, and cultural 
influence.

4.	 And wellbeing: the physical, psychological, and 
social condition of citizens, the often, over-
looked foundation upon which all other forms of 
power ultimately rest.

A society strong across all four dimensions retains 
the freedom to make deliberate choices. A society 
that weakens on one or more axes is gradually forced 
into reactive postures - chosen rather than choosing. 
Europe’s current predicament illustrates this dynam-
ic with uncomfortable clarity. The continent has for 
decades relied on a triple dependency: American se-
curity guarantees, cheap Russian energy, and Chinese 
productive capacity. That arrangement appeared effi-
cient. It was, in reality, an exchange of strategic auton-
omy for short-term comfort. As those external pillars 
weaken, the narrowness of Europe’s own power base 
becomes visible.

Strategic failure rarely comes from a lack of power. It 
comes from hubris — from the conviction that what 
worked yesterday will be enough tomorrow. The struc-
tures that produced past success acquire the status of 
evidence; criticism is reframed as disloyalty; alterna-
tives are dismissed as unserious. Resilient societies 
counteract this by building uncomfortable feedback 
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mechanisms into their own institutions. They tolerate 
internal tension because they know that tension car-
ries information. The danger is not the critic; the dan-
ger is the silence that settles when no one bothers to 
argue anymore.

The New Deal offers a historical counterpoint. Roo-
sevelt understood that democratic resilience does not 
emerge from neutrality. It requires explicit choices, 
and implicit renunciations. The state had to declare 
what it stood for, which necessarily meant declaring 
what it would no longer tolerate. That made the New 
Deal polarising, but also effective. Polarisation in the 
service of direction is not the same as polarisation in 
the service of destruction.

Europe’s equivalent moment requires a similar willing-
ness to declare what it will no longer tolerate: indefinite 
security free-riding on a partner whose priorities have 
shifted, indefinite energy dependency on adversaries, 
indefinite passivity on industrial policy in sectors with 
clear strategic externalities. Strategic clarity is itself 
a form of power. The refusal to choose is not neutrali-
ty; it is a choice in favour of the status quo, with all its 
accumulated costs.

Security as Cultural Infrastructure

Among the choices every society must eventually 
make, one stands out as foundational: the question of 
security. Since Hobbes, political philosophy has rec-
ognised that without security, no other social good 
can be reliably pursued. Locke expanded the mandate 
to include liberty and property. Rousseau located the 
state’s purpose in the general will. The modern welfare 

state has broadened the scope further still, to educa-
tion, healthcare, social protection.

Yet resilient societies retain the capacity, in moments 
of crisis, to distinguish core priorities from accumu-
lated obligations. Security consistently re-emerges as 
the irreducible function. Not because other tasks are 
unimportant, but because without security, no other 
task is possible.

The nature of that security has changed. Contempo-
rary conflict is hybrid: cyberattacks, disinformation 
campaigns, economic coercion, juridical warfare. The 
line between war and peace has blurred to the point 
of near-dissolution. Security can no longer be under-
stood as exclusively military, nor outsourced to spe-
cialised institutions without consequence. A society 
that treats defence as someone else’s problem builds 
dependency, not resilience. A society that does not 
control its energy supply loses financial sovereignty. A 
society that allows its knowledge base to erode loses 
long-term adaptive capacity.

Strategic autonomy is therefore re-emerging as a cen-
tral concept. Or as open economies could better call 
it: strategic dependency. Because even in a far less 
globalized world than the world we have right now, de-
pendency remains the rule between nations. Values 
that depend on favourable external circumstances are 
values only by coincidence. They will not survive the 
next shift in the balance of power. A nation that looks 
at its dependencies in a strategic way, recognizes that 
return on investment in an economical sense can not 
be the only reason for which a dependency exists.

As a normative principle, every structural dependency 
should be evaluated not only on economic return, but 
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on three additional axes: substitutability (how eas-
ily an alternative supplier can be activated), weapo-
nisability (the leverage the supplier could exert in a 
confrontation), and recovery time in case of rupture. 
Dependencies that fail two of these tests should be po-
litically, not just economically, priced. Open economies 
do not need to become closed economies; they need 
to know which of their openings are choices and which 
have become vulnerabilities.

A complementary principle deserves explicit artic-
ulation: strategic specialisation as security policy. 
Taiwan made itself indispensable to the world econ-
omy through semiconductor leadership; Israel did 
the same in cybersecurity and agritech; South Korea 
did so in shipbuilding and consumer electronics. Each 
turned existential vulnerability into strategic indispen-
sability through deliberate concentration of effort, not 
through diversification. For Europe, the lesson is un-
comfortable but operational: a continent that wants to 
be world-class in everything will end up world-class in 
nothing. Identifying three or four domains in which Eu-
ropean leadership is genuinely worth defending — and 
accepting the political trade-offs that focus implies — 
is itself a security choice, not merely an industrial one.

A CONTINENT THAT
WANTS TO BE 
WORLD-CLASS IN
EVERYTHING WILL END UP
WORLD-CLASS IN NOTHING.

Infrastructure Beyond Bricks

Grand narratives and strategic power can absorb acute 
shocks. But crises are rarely acute alone, they are also 
chronic. The question is how resilience persists when 
urgency fades and fatigue sets in. At that point, re-
silience must be anchored in infrastructure. Not only 
physical infrastructure, but cultural, institutional, and 
cognitive infrastructure.

Three forms stand out. The first is education - under-
stood not as a labour market instrument but as moral 
and cognitive infrastructure. Education determines 
not only what people know, but how they approach 
uncertainty, evaluate competing claims, and bear col-
lective responsibility. Finland’s response to the deep 
recession of the early 1990s is instructive. Facing 
the collapse of its largest trading partner - the Soviet 
Union - Finland chose to invest in education and re-
search rather than retrench. That decision was polit-
ically courageous and economically counter-intuitive. 
A generation later, it had transformed the country into 
a knowledge economy. The lesson is clear: education 
produces resilience with a generational delay, which 
makes it politically vulnerable but strategically indis-
pensable.

From this follows a defensible normative floor: re-
search and education spending should be the last 
items cut in fiscal consolidation, not the first. Any gov-
ernment proposing the inverse should be required to 
publicly justify the generational trade-off it is making, 
and explicitly name the cohort that will pay for it. Mul-
ti-annual framework legislation, decoupling education 
and research budgets from short electoral cycles, 
would translate this principle into practice.
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In Belgium, this principle collides with an additional 
layer of complexity: education is entirely a communi-
ty competence, administered separately by the Flem-
ish, French, and German-speaking communities. This 
fragmentation has produced divergent outcomes. 
Flemish education has historically performed well in 
international comparisons, but recent PISA results 
signal a meaningful decline in basic literacy and nu-
meracy, particularly among pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. The French-speaking system faces 
even sharper equity challenges, with socioeconomic 
background among the strongest predictors of school 
performance in the OECD. Meanwhile, coordination 
between the communities on shared challenges — 
teacher training, digital infrastructure, civic education 
— remains institutionally cumbersome. Belgium’s ed-
ucational resilience is, in other words, fragmented by 
design. Rebuilding it requires not only financial com-
mitment within each community, but a political con-
versation across them that the current institutional 
architecture makes structurally difficult.

The second is rituals and traditions. Modern societies 
tend to regard rituals as folklore. In practice, they serve 
a deep psychological function: structuring uncertain-
ty, channelling collective emotion, and preventing the 
fragmentation that occurs when grief and anxiety re-
main entirely private. When rituals erode, societies 
lose a mechanism for processing disruption. The re-
sulting emotional vacuum is frequently filled by more 
aggressive or polarising forms of collective expression.

In policy terms, this implies actively protecting the 
institutional spaces in which ritual and shared experi-
ence occur: civic service or other equivalents, public 
commemorations that are funded rather than tolerat-

ed, locally rooted cultural infrastructure (libraries, par-
ishes, sports clubs, community theatres), and the pro-
tection of collective community forming events. These 
are not nostalgic concerns. They are the load-bearing 
surface on which collective resilience rests — and they 
cannot be reconstructed at speed once dismantled.

The third is intellectual culture. Ideas are not orna-
ments of a resilient society; they are load-bearing 
structures. When the role of public intellectuals shifts 
from interpretation to optimisation, from asking what 
is desirable to calculating what is efficient, a norma-
tive vacuum emerges. That vacuum is invariably filled 
by simplistic narratives that offer certainty at the ex-
pense of truth. The technocratisation of public life, in 
which measurability crowds out meaning, is one of the 
quieter but more consequential threats to societal re-
silience.

The remedy here is institutional. It requires structur-
al support for independent think tanks and academic 
institutions that are not absorbed into consultancy 
logic; constitutionally protected academic freedom; 
and a media ecosystem in which long-form reasoning 
has economic viability, including a public broadcasting 
mandate that explicitly defends complexity. A socie-
ty that allows its intellectual culture to be reduced to 
commentary should not be surprised when its political 
culture follows
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III.	From Resilience to Reinventing Society

Resilience is necessary for coping with a time of crisis. 
It is not sufficient if a nation also wants to flourish after 
the burden. A society that survives crisis by holding on, 
without ever rethinking what it holds on to, eventually 
hardens. The structures that once provided protection 
become constraints. The reflexes that once saved be-
come obstacles. In my book, I argue that the comeback 
of any system — individual, organisational, or societal 
— requires both resilience and innovation. Resilience 
without innovation becomes a harness. Innovation 
without resilience collapses at the first headwind.

Not Optimization

Societal innovation is frequently conflated with tech-
nological progress or process improvement. The con-
flation is understandable but misleading. Innovation, 
in the sense that matters here, is the introduction of 
something genuinely new into a system - something 
whose consequences cannot be fully anticipated 
and whose arrival necessarily disrupts existing ar-
rangements. That makes it uncomfortable, politically 
fraught, and structurally resisted.

Karl Popper’s insight is relevant: progress is possible 
only in societies that permit falsification - the insti-
tutional capacity to declare that something does not 
work. Closed systems immunise their core assump-
tions against challenge, which makes them appear 
stable until the gap between assumption and reality 
becomes unbridgeable. Open societies tolerate the 

discomfort of self-correction. That tolerance is not 
weakness; it is a form of structural intelligence.

John Dewey extended this logic to democratic life. 
Democracy, he argued, is not a mechanism for aggre-
gating preferences but a learning community, a society 
that continuously redefines its problems and exper-
iments with solutions. Innovation emerges not from 
top-down design but from the distributed capacity of 
citizens to observe, question, and propose.

Yet openness without structure produces fragmen-
tation, not innovation. Douglass North demonstrated 
that durable progress depends on institutions that are 
both stable and adaptable. Rules must be predictable 
enough to enable long-term investment, yet revisable 
when circumstances change. When institutions os-
sify, creative energy migrates toward circumventing 
the system rather than improving it. Friedrich Hayek’s 
complementary insight, that knowledge is irreduci-
bly dispersed, reinforces the point: centralised plan-
ning cannot substitute for the discovery process that 
emerges from local experiment and entrepreneurial 
initiative.

Open societies also innovate because they keep their 
borders open to the right kind of disruption. More than 
half of America’s billion-dollar technology companies 
were founded by immigrants or their children. The pat-
tern repeats from the Huguenots in Prussia to Jewish 
refugees in mid-century America to Indian engineers 
in Silicon Valley: those who were forced to leave their 
old lives behind have repeatedly proven exception-
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ally good at building new ones. Newcomers see what 
is possible rather than what is normal. Societies that 
close themselves off to them close themselves off to 
one of their most reliable sources of innovation. Migra-
tion policy can therefore also be innovation policy — 
and should be argued as such, not only on humanitari-
an or labour-market grounds.

The Role of the State

This does not relegate the state to the sidelines. Mari-
ana Mazzucato has documented how many transform-
ative innovations — the internet, GPS, biotechnology — 
originated in sustained public investment. The state is 
often the only actor capable of bearing risk across time 

RESILIENCE WITHOUT
INNOVATION BECOMES 
A HARNESS. 

INNOVATION
WITHOUT 
RESILIENCE 
COLLAPSES AT 
THE FIRST
HEADWIND.
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horizons that exceed market patience. The question is 
not whether public investment in innovation is legiti-
mate, but whether the returns are shared in ways that 
sustain public trust.

When risk is socialised but reward is privatised, the 
legitimacy of the innovation system erodes. Citizens 
lose confidence that the game is fair. Entrepreneur-
ship becomes defensive. Creativity migrates from val-
ue creation to financial engineering. An innovative so-
ciety must therefore govern the relationship between 
public risk and private gain with explicit attention to 
perceived fairness.

Three principles should govern public risk-taking in in-
novation. First, when the state takes equity-like risk, 
it should retain equity-like upside; through golden 
shares, royalty rights, or sovereign equity stakes. Sec-
ond, public R&D mandates should attach conditional 
access to the knowledge they produce, so that break-
throughs financed by citizens remain accessible to 
them. Third, windfall returns from publicly seeded in-
novation should flow back into a sovereign innovation 
fund rather than disappearing into general budgets. 
These principles do not slow innovation; they make it 
politically sustainable.

The Structural Trap of Success

Perhaps the deepest threat to innovation is prior suc-
cess. Clayton Christensen’s observation about organ-
isations applies with equal force to societies: what 
works is protected, what deviates is ignored, and dis-
ruptive alternatives are dismissed precisely because 
they appear small, uncertain, and inefficient compared 
to the incumbent system. Success breeds routines. 

Routines become norms. Norms become defence 
lines. At that point, the system no longer innovates; it 
preserves.

A society’s tolerance for failure is not just cultural; it 
is built into law and practice. In the United States, an 
entrepreneur can go bankrupt and start again with-
in months. In much of Europe, the stigma of failure 
lasts years, sometimes decades. Bankruptcy law, sec-
ond-chance capital markets, and social safety nets 
that absorb individual risk are therefore innovation in-
frastructure, not separate social policy. The contrast 
between Italy’s rigid-but-selectively-applied bureau-
cracy and the Danish flexicurity model illustrates the 
point: where rules are rigid, creativity migrates toward 
circumventing the system; where rules are predictable 
but adaptive, creativity migrates toward improving it. 
Reforming insolvency law and labour-market transition 
support is, on this reading, an innovation policy lever 
as direct as any R&D budget.

Hannah Arendt’s concept of natality, the human capac-
ity to begin something radically new, captures what is 
at stake. Innovation is not production; it is initiation. 
Societies that reduce innovation to efficiency gains 
continue to function but cease to become. They opti-
mise the present while forfeiting the future.

Institutionally, this argues for built-in renewal mecha-
nisms: sunset clauses on major regulation, mandatory 
experimentation budgets within ministries, and pro-
tected space for policy pilots that are explicitly allowed 
to fail without political punishment. Innovation cannot 
survive without permission to be inefficient at first. A 
regulatory culture that demands certainty before ac-
tion will produce neither.
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The contrast between Alexander Hamilton and Win-
ston Churchill, examined at length in my book, crys-
tallises this tension. Churchill was a supreme crisis 
leader, brilliant in existential conflict, unmatched in 
his capacity to give meaning to endurance. But when 
the context shifted from survival to transformation, 
his gifts became limitations. Hamilton, by contrast, 
was no crisis hero. He was an institutional builder who 
understood that freedom without structure is fragile, 
and that the real work of nation-building begins after 
the revolution, not during it. Both were indispensable 
in their moment.

The lesson for societies is stark: the leaders and in-
stitutions that save you in crisis may be precisely the 
ones that prevent you from transcending it. Recognis-
ing that distinction, and acting on it, is among the most 
difficult things a democratic society can do.

THE LEADERS AND
INSTITUTIONS THAT
SAVE YOU IN CRISIS MAY BE
PRECISELY THE ONES
THAT PREVENT YOU FROM
TRANSCENDING IT.

The State as its Own Innovation 
Challenge

A society cannot credibly ask its citizens, firms and 
institutions to innovate if the state apparatus itself re-
wards the opposite. Yet in most European public sec-
tors, the implicit incentives for senior civil servants run 
directly against the kind of transformation the moment 
requires. Managers are evaluated, often informally, on 
the size of their team; efficiency gains are punished by 
budget cuts in subsequent years; and the political cost 
of personnel reduction far exceeds the political benefit 
of doing more with less. The result is structural: a pub-
lic sector that cannot easily innovate against itself, and 
that therefore drags on every other reform agenda it is 
expected to lead.

Resilience and innovation in the public sector there-
fore require explicit reform of the state’s own incentive 
architecture. Eight directional changes deserve con-
sideration:

•	 Reform the state’s own incentive architectu-
re: decouple department size and importance 
of the department, treat efficiency as a stated 
objective, allow part of innovation savings to be 
reinvested, and build credible transition paths 
for affected staff.

•	 Make efficiency a stated objective. Build 
measurable productivity and cost-effectiveness 
targets into formal policy goals so that innovati-
on reducing personnel needs is positively valida-
ted, not quietly resisted.

•	 Introduce reinvestment mechanisms. Resour-
ces freed by innovation should not automatically 
vanish from a department’s budget. A defined 
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share should be redeployable to further innova-
tion or strategic priorities. Without this, no rati-
onal manager innovates.

•	 Strengthen transparency and benchmarking. 
Compare performance across services and 
make it visible where innovation produces better 
outcomes with fewer resources. Transparency 
creates positive pressure and normalises new 
ways of working.

•	 Reward successful implementation. Develop 
recognition and reward mechanisms for teams 
and leaders who effectively deliver innovation, 
especially where it produces structural efficien-
cy gains rather than one-off savings.

None of these reforms is exotic. Each has been pilot-
ed somewhere. What is missing is not the idea but the 
political will to apply them where they meet the most 
resistance: at the top of the public-sector hierarchy 
itself. A state that does not internalise these reforms 
cannot credibly demand resilience and innovation 
from the society it governs.

One final principle deserves stating explicitly. Every 
transformative policy generates losers. The yellow 
vests in France and the Rust Belt vote in the United 
States are not irrational reactions; they are the polit-
ical price of innovation that does not visibly distribute 
its costs and benefits. Innovative societies recognise 
this. They acknowledge the pain of change, compen-
sate those whose livelihoods are displaced, and embed 
transition support into the design of the policy itself, 
not as an afterthought negotiated after resistance 
erupts. Without this, even technically correct policy 
fails politically — and political failure forecloses every 
subsequent attempt. 

FAIRNESS IN 
TRANSITION IS NOT  
A MORAL LUXURY 
APPENDED TO 
INNOVATION; IT IS  
A PRECONDITION
FOR INNOVATION 
THAT LASTS.
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Conclusion

Societal resilience is not a return to order. It is the capacity to create 
meaning in disorder. It is not a characteristic a society possesses, but a 

process it practices, continuously, imperfectly, and often at considerable cost.

This paper has proposed a framework built on four pillars: a shared narrative that 
provides direction beyond the immediate crisis; the power — financial, strategic, 
relational, and civic — to translate that narrative into choices; security understood not 
as a technical dossier but as a cultural and existential foundation; and infrastructure — 
educational, ritual, intellectual — that anchors resilience across generations.

But the paper has also argued that resilience alone is a trap. Without the complementary 
capacity for innovation, for questioning assumptions, tolerating institutional discomfort, 
and building new structures even as old ones still appear to function, societies harden 
rather than adapt.

For Europe, the implications are uncomfortable. The continent has accumulated 
significant resilience deficits: fiscal space is constrained, strategic autonomy is limited, 
defence capacity is inadequate, and the grand narrative, the story that explains to 
European citizens why collective action is worthwhile, has become diffuse. At the same 
time, the conditions for innovation are under pressure. Regulatory complexity stifles 
experiment. Risk aversion in public investment yields the field to competitors. And 
the intellectual culture that should generate new frameworks of meaning has, in many 
countries, retreated into technocratic specialisation.

For Belgium specifically, these deficits are not merely European abstractions seen from 
Brussels — they are domestic realities that require domestic answers. Belgium faces its 
own version of every challenge described in this paper: a narrative crisis that mirrors the 
fracturing of its shared political culture; a power deficit visible in its fiscal constraints, 
its delayed energy investments, and its chronic underinvestment in defence; and an 
innovation culture that, despite islands of genuine excellence in biotechnology, logistics, 
and agri-food, remains hobbled by regulatory complexity, fragmented competences, 
and an institutional aversion to failure. At the same time, Belgium’s position gives it 
assets that should not be underestimated. Its location at the intersection of European 
decision-making, its multilingual tradition, its deeply internationalised economic fabric, 
and its strong associational culture are real sources of resilience. The question this 
paper ultimately poses to Belgium is the same as the one it poses to Europe: whether 
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those assets will be leveraged deliberately and in time, or whether the convenience of 
the status quo will once again be allowed to substitute for the hard work of choosing.

None of this is irreversible. But reversal requires what it has always required: the 
willingness to make explicit choices about what kind of society we wish to be. Not a 
blueprint, but a permanent, honest, and often difficult conversation, between values and 
interests, between short-term pain and long-term capacity, between what we wish to 
preserve and what we must have the courage to release.

Whoever has no narrative will have one imposed. Whoever regards security as a detail 
will discover that freedom is not a given. And whoever mistakes resilience for rigidity will 
find that the world moves on regardless.

WHOEVER HAS NO NARRATIVE WILL 
HAVE ONE IMPOSED. WHOEVER REGARDS 
SECURITY AS A DETAIL WILL DISCOVER 
THAT FREEDOM IS NOT A GIVEN. 
AND WHOEVER MISTAKES RESILIENCE 
FOR RIGIDITY WILL FIND THAT THE WORLD 
MOVES ON REGARDLESS.
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Recommendations

•	 Defend the institutional carriers of narrative 
against budgetary erosion: independent public 
broadcasting, civic and historical education in 
secondary schools, and a living national comme-
morative culture.

•	 Treat narrative as load-bearing infrastructure, 
not as a communications budget.

•	 Do not allow cynicism to become the default re-
gister of public debate.

•      Build uncomfortable feedback mechanisms into 
institutions; tolerate internal tension because 
tension carries information.

•	 State explicitly what Europe will no longer tole-
rate: indefinite security free-riding, indefinite 
energy dependency on adversaries, and indefi-
nite passivity on industrial policy in sectors with 
clear strategic externalities.

•	 Evaluate every structural dependency on three 
axes beyond economic return: substitutability, 
weaponisability, and recovery time in case of 
rupture. Price dependencies that fail two of the-
se tests politically, not just economically.

•	 Treat strategic specialisation as security policy: 
identify three or four domains in which European 
leadership is genuinely worth defending, and ac-
cept the political trade-offs that focus implies.

•	 Make research and education spending the last 
items cut in fiscal consolidation, not the first; 
require any government proposing the inverse 
to publicly justify the generational trade-off and 
name the cohort that will pay for it.

•	 Anchor this principle in multi-annual framework 
legislation that decouples education and rese-
arch budgets from short electoral cycles.

•	 Actively protect the institutional spaces in which 
ritual and shared experience occur: civic service 
or other equivalents, public commemorations 
that are funded rather than tolerated, locally roo-
ted cultural infrastructure (libraries, parishes, 
sports clubs, community theatres), and the pro-
tection of collective community-forming events.

•	 Provide structural support for independent think 
tanks and academic institutions that are not ab-
sorbed into consultancy logic.

•	 Guarantee constitutionally protected academic 
freedom.

•	 Sustain a media ecosystem in which long-form 
reasoning is economically viable, including a 
public broadcasting mandate that explicitly de-
fends complexity.

•	 Treat migration policy as innovation policy as 
well, and argue it on those grounds — not only on 
humanitarian or labour-market grounds.
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•	 When the state takes equity-like risk, ensure it 
retains equity-like upside through golden sha-
res, royalty rights, or sovereign equity stakes.

•	 Attach conditional access to the knowledge 
produced under public R&D mandates, so that 
breakthroughs financed by citizens remain ac-
cessible to them.

•	 Channel windfall returns from publicly seeded 
innovation into a sovereign innovation fund ra-
ther than letting them disappear into general 
budgets.

•	 Reform bankruptcy law, second-chance capital 
markets, and social safety nets, and treat them 
as innovation infrastructure rather than as sepa-
rate social policy.

•	 Treat insolvency law and labour-market transi-
tion support as direct innovation-policy levers, 
equivalent in importance to any R&D budget.

•	 Introduce sunset clauses on major regulation.

•	 Mandate experimentation budgets within minis-
tries.

•	 Protect space for policy pilots that are explicitly 
allowed to fail without political punishment.

•	 Reform the state’s incentive architecture: 
decouple the evaluation of senior leaders from 
the size of their department.

•	 Make efficiency an explicit policy objective with 
measurable productivity and cost-effectiveness 
targets.

•	 Introduce reinvestment mechanisms: a defined 
share of savings generated by innovation must 

remain redeployable within the department for 
further innovation or strategic priorities.

•	 Strengthen transparency and benchmarking 
across services, making visible where innovati-
on produces better outcomes with fewer resour-
ces.

•	 Reward successful implementation: develop re-
cognition and reward mechanisms for teams and 
leaders who deliver structural efficiency gains.

•	 Build credible transition paths for civil servants 
whose roles are affected by innovation.

•	 Treat fairness in transition as a precondition 
for lasting innovation: acknowledge the pain of 
change, compensate those whose livelihoods 
are displaced, and embed transition support into 
the design of the policy itself rather than as an 
afterthought negotiated after resistance erupts.
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