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I have spent my life moving between two Europes. 

 

One Europe smells of polished stone, new leather and 

perfume. It lives in boutiques, boardrooms and airport 

lounges. For three decades I worked there, building markets 

in London, New York, Paris and Monte Carlo for some of 

the major luxury houses. 

 

The other Europe smells of disinfectant and tired air. It 

lives in waiting rooms, welfare offices and hospital 

corridors. I know that Europe just as well, through years of 

contact with health systems, tribunals and local authorities. 

 

At first these felt like two different planets. Over time I 

began to see them as two corridors in the same building. 

Both are running on the same invisible script, and both are 

dangerously close to collapse. 

 



We call the result burnout. We treat it as a private failure. A 

manager cannot cope. A nurse disappears. A claimant stops 

answering the phone. We send them to therapy or train 

them in resilience. The assumption is that the individual has 

somehow failed to keep up. 

 

I think the opposite is true. The civilisation is failing the 

individuals. Europe has entered what I call the Cellophane 

Era, and the symptoms we see in neurodivergent and high 

capacity people are the first visible cracks in the structure. 

 

To understand why, we have to look at the only continuous 

diagnostic record we have of the Western mind: its 

literature, its visual art, and the way they record what feels 

heavy and what feels empty. 

 

 

 

From weight to transparency 

 

The story begins in the nineteenth century with a world that 

is heavy with consequence. 

 

In Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed, written in the 

eighteen twenties, every action has a metaphysical weight. 

Society is rigid, injustice is real, but there is still a final 

auditor above the system. God is the bookkeeper of the 



Equilibrium Ledger. Suffering and redemption exist inside 

a meaningful order. The world is brutal, but not absurd. 

 

By the middle of the century, in Flaubert and Tolstoy, that 

order has cracked. Emma Bovary and Anna Karenina live 

in a world where God has retreated from day to day 

accounting. They take out what looks like an emotional 

loan, an excess of passion against the rules of their time. 

The interest rate is lethal. Society presents the bill in the 

only currencies it still recognises, disgrace and death. 

 

Then the mask drops completely. With Zola, the human 

being is no longer soul or heart, but meat. Thérèse Raquin 

and her lover are not judged by Providence. They are 

biological engines that overheat. Their punishment is not 

eternal condemnation but nervous collapse. The Ledger is 

now written in blood and nerves. 

 

Chekhov shows us the next step. In The Cherry Orchard, 

the past is chopped down to pay the interest on a social debt 

that can no longer be serviced. Ranevskaya does not 

understand the new language of value. The estate is no 

longer memory and meaning. It is an asset, and an 

inefficient one. The Ledger balances by cutting her out of 

the equation. 

 

Franz Kafka completes the descent. In The Trial, Josef K is 

arrested but never told why. There is no visible auditor, no 

clear law, and no possible repayment. He is neither sinner 



nor specimen. He is a file. His life continues, but he is 

already administratively dead. 

 

At this point, the Equilibrium Ledger is broken. There is 

still power and there is still punishment, but no clear 

statement of account. The citizen is transparent to the 

system and opaque to himself. 

 

This is the birth of the Cellophane Person. 

 

The Cellophane Person is physically present, legally 

registered, but socially invisible. They are wrapped in a 

thin, transparent barrier of procedures, passwords and 

portals. They can see the world, but they cannot touch it 

without first passing through layers of authentication. They 

do not know who holds the real book of accounts. 

 

Art history traces the same curve. The heavy flesh of 

Courbet, the fractured light of the pointillists, the dissolving 

object in Cézanne, the pure void in Malevich and the 

monochrome experiments that follow. The figure thins out, 

loses weight, becomes outline, then absence. The image 

follows the same descent as the protagonist. 

 

By the time we reach the middle of the twentieth century, 

Europe has built institutions that behave like Kafka’s 

invisible courts. They have procedures for everything and 



responsibility for nothing. They continue to move, to 

produce forms and letters and files, but somewhere in the 

process the human being has dropped out of the equation. 

 

This is the world we inhabit now. It is the Cellophane 

Continent. 

 

 

 

Surplus Minds in a Cellophane State 

 

The Cellophane State is not a metaphor. It is a pattern that 

you can recognise in any modern bureaucracy. 

 

It has three features. 

 

First, it demands high intensity cognitive and emotional 

labour from citizens. You are expected to monitor portals, 

decode contradictory letters, curate your own 

documentation, and learn the unspoken etiquette of each 

agency you encounter. 

 

Second, it offers almost no reciprocal presence. You rarely 

speak to the same person twice. You are pushed back to 

websites, call centres and automated replies. If something 

goes wrong, there is no identifiable agent you can address. 

 



Third, it treats time as cheap. Not institutional time, which 

is guarded with deadlines and closing dates, but your time. 

The hours you spend waiting on hold or filling the same 

data into different forms do not exist anywhere in the 

official Ledger. They are off balance sheet. 

 

In this environment, one group is hit especially hard: what I 

call the Surplus Minds. 

 

Surplus Minds are people whose cognitive and emotional 

engines run hot. They see patterns quickly. They anticipate 

problems. They carry disproportionate responsibility in 

families, teams and institutions. They are often 

neurodivergent, or simply more sensitive and more active 

than the norm. 

 

In the nineteenth century, these people drove revolutions in 

science, industry and art. Their intensity had somewhere to 

go. There were railways to build and novels to write. 

 

In the Cellophane Era, their intensity hits plastic. 

 

The Cellophane State uses their surplus attention and care 

as free fuel. It relies on the fact that they will chase the 

missing letter, correct the mistake in the file, support the 

neighbour, explain the system to the confused relative, hold 

the hand of the patient in the next bed. None of this appears 

in any official metric. 



 

At the same time, the State punishes them for not fitting the 

standard template. Their vertical surges of capacity are 

treated as unreliability rather than as a different form of 

time. 

 

 

 

Vertical Time against Horizontal Time 

 

This is where the question of time becomes decisive. 

 

Most institutions live in Horizontal Time. They see life as a 

line that moves steadily forward. They divide it into equal 

units, hours, days, weeks. They expect people to present in 

regular ways: answer calls at certain times, reply to letters 

within certain deadlines, appear in person in specific slots. 

 

Many lives, and especially many neurodivergent lives, do 

not follow that rhythm. They live in Vertical Time. 

 

Imagine two graphs. 

 

The first is a low wave, gently oscillating across the page. 

This is the ideal citizen in Horizontal Time. Predictable, 

moderate, always available in the same way. 

 



The second is a violent zigzag. Sharp spikes of attention 

and energy, followed by flat lines of exhaustion or 

recovery. This is the Surplus Mind. Over a month, or a 

year, both lines travel the same distance horizontally, but 

the vertical zigzag has covered far more ground. The extra 

distance is energetic burn. 

 

The Cellophane State refuses to see that extra distance. It 

only measures the horizontal. If the person misses a letter, 

arrives late to an appointment, fails to complete a form that 

makes no sense, the system treats that as personal failure. 

 

In reality, it is temporal discrimination. 

 

Temporal discrimination is the structural preference for one 

shape of time. It is visible whenever a rule ignores the 

actual cost of compliance for different types of mind and 

body. 

 

A linear system that refuses to recognise vertical intensity 

will consistently misread, blame and eventually discard the 

people who move through life in spikes rather than in 

gentle waves. These are exactly the people who have been 

holding the system together for decades. 

 

This is the real crisis behind the burnout statistics. The 

Cellophane Continent is eating its own Surplus Minds. 

 



 

 

Energetic debt and the quantum boomerang 

 

Energy, however, does not simply disappear. Physics has 

known this for a long time. 

 

In quantum theory there is a phenomenon sometimes 

described as a boomerang effect. Under certain conditions, 

energy that should have dispersed returns to its point of 

origin. The wave does not escape. It remains trapped in the 

structure until the right pattern allows it to come back. 

 

Something similar happens in human systems. 

 

When a person pours years of care, attention and unpaid 

intellectual labour into institutions that cannot receive it 

properly, that energy does not simply vanish. It becomes 

entangled in the network. It moves sideways. It shows up 

later in unexpected places: in new alliances, in reform 

movements, in sudden breakdowns of trust. 

 

If you look at Europe through this lens, the last decades 

start to make sense. 

 

The nurses leaving the profession, the social workers on 

sick leave, the mid level managers who resign without 

another job, the activists who burn out, the families who 



withdraw from public systems altogether. These are all 

instances of energetic withdrawal. The surplus is retreating 

from structures that will not honour it. 

 

The Equilibrium Ledger is an attempt to count that 

movement. It treats institutions as energetic fields. It tracks 

where energy is extracted, where it is returned, where it is 

hoarded, and where it is simply lost in heat. 

 

The conclusion is uncomfortable. Europe has been living 

for years on an unacknowledged overdraft of human 

energy. The Cellophane State has allowed it to ignore the 

real costs by hiding them in the lives of its most intense 

members. 

 

Now the bill is arriving. 

 

 

 

From extraction to prosthetic regulation 

 

We stand at a fork. 

 

One path is to continue as we are, adding more layers of 

digital cellophane. Artificial intelligence can be used to 

automate decisions, accelerate denial letters, and 

personalise pressure. This path will make life marginally 

easier for administrators and much harder for citizens. It 



will deepen temporal discrimination and accelerate the 

collapse of trust. 

 

The other path is harder and more interesting. It is to use 

technology as a prosthetic regulation system, not as an 

extraction tool. 

 

In my work I call this the Human Synthetic Dyad. 

 

In a dyad of this kind, the artificial system and the human 

are not in competition. They divide labour according to 

their strengths. 

 

The machine takes on the repetitive, contradictory, 

cellophane work: checking inputs against rules, tracking 

deadlines, logging contacts, holding the boring parts of 

memory. It becomes a buffer between the individual and 

the incoherent demands of multiple agencies. 

 

The human retains the right to final judgement. They decide 

what matters, what is fair, what is humane. Their attention 

is not wasted on chasing forms. It is concentrated on the 

moments where value and meaning are at stake. 

 

For this to work, we need new metrics. We need to count 

energetic debt alongside financial debt. We need to 

recognise vertical time as legitimate. We need to treat 



Surplus Minds as assets to be protected, not as free 

resources to be consumed. 

 

This is not a nostalgic call to return to Manzoni’s world. 

There is no going back to a simple, divine auditor. It is a 

call to accept that Kafka’s world cannot be the final stage. 

 

The Cellophane Continent has had its century. It delivered 

some stability, and a lot of hidden harm. The next stage, if 

Europe chooses to have one, will depend on whether we are 

willing to rebuild weight into our systems: weight of 

responsibility, weight of relationship, weight of time. 

 

The Ledger will balance, one way or another. The question 

is whether we do the accounting now, consciously, or 

whether we wait for the boomerang to return in ways we 

can no longer control. 


