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Current situation and debate 

 Much of the debate about the causes of the ongoing economic and political 

crisis in Europe has been derailed by the dominant participants. On the one hand we 

find the European Elites (which broadly speaking consists of the EU Commission, the 

bureaucrats in Brussels, the European Court, the Central Bank, the Presidency of the 

EU-Council, the Parliament, and a number of Brussels-based newspaper 

correspondents, think-tanks and European colleges) which unanimously pursue the 

idea that greater economic integration and increased centralization of the political 

system are necessary to advance European cooperation and therefore are a "good 

thing for Europe ". Hence, these Elites has only one answer to the current crisis: more 

centralization and further acceleration of the march towards a federal political 

structure of the EU; the ‘United States of Europe’ is the ultimate goal. This 

representation can prove fatal for the future of Europe, because it is not rooted in the 

perception, aspiration and everyday life of most European people. 

One the opposite side in this debate we find the EU skeptics who are so ‘tired’ 

of Brussels and ongoing centralization that they have turned their back towards 

Europe. These rather nationally inspired movements think that European countries 

can do better and cooperate better without Brussels on an intergovernmental 

basis.  This divide in opinions on European cooperation between the pro’s and the 

contra’s has accelerated in particular in the wake of the economic crises. 

Developments since 2008 have highlighted the weakness of political and economic 

structures that increasingly take the form of excessive centralization, one-sidedness to 

the benefit of finance and reduced national market regulations. Developments which, 

since the ‘fall of the wall’, have built increasingly on neoliberal ideas of a self-

regulating market system and on the postulated need to reduce the welfare states. 

Hereby, the solidarity between EU countries has been weakened – the message 

coming from Brussels and Berlin, and repeated by the EU Elites, contains a clear 

warning that each country has to first of all to 'put its own house in order', and if they 

cannot find out themselves, Bruxelles (supported by Berlin and the IMF) will help. 
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 Jürgen Habermas frames this contradiction in the following terms: “A Europe 

of the Elites has been erected. But to win the citizens for the European project, it is 

necessary for politicians to discuss matters of real concern to the peoples of Europe” 

(Die Zeit, February 2014). The theme of the power structure and the split between the 

Elite and the citizens of Europe is central to the present essay, along with the question 

of how to rebuild a consensus on what shape and route Europe shall take beginning 

from the severe, acute problems plaguing single countries. The policies followed by 

the Brussels Elites, which have imposed a sharply accelerated centralization and 

marketization in the wake of globalization, have undermined the bonds of solidarity 

between nations and social groups and produced the steady economic marginalization 

and social exclusion in a growing number of European countries and regions. 

 The revolt of the citizens of Europe, as manifested in the recent European 

Parliament elections, is not, as some would have us believe, an expression of 

xenophobia and anti-European sentiment, but its precise opposite: a protest against 

the Elite, the lack of democracy in decision making and the drive towards federalism, 

which is institutionized in Brussels and supported by Berlin (and Frankfurt). It is the 

speedy deregulation of the labor and capital markets and the imposing of the single 

currency, which have undermined the social contract previously embodied in 

European social welfare systems and enacting measures that are discriminatory 

against the weaker European citizens. This skepticism with respect to the intentions 

of the Brussels Elite is aggravated by the lack of any real, effective democratic 

control over the actions of the European institutions.  

 A paradigmatic case is the introduction of the single currency. Its adverse 

effect on the economies of Europe stems from the practice followed, namely the 

enactment of treaties and their amendment by a consistent logic of preventing widely 

disseminated information and discussion either within the institutions or among the 

citizens of the countries affected. This phenomenon has long been known as what 

some honest academics have prudently called a “democratic deficit.” The member 

country governments’ right under the Treaty of Maastricht to exercise sovereign 

power over economic policy was abolished by means of regulations. In this way 

the EU transformed the objective of European policies for growth – which was 

assigned to the member states, which were to attain it each enacting its own economic 

policy and borrowing needs – into the obligation upon the member states to achieve 

budgetary balance in the medium term (under the Stability and Growth Pact). The 

negative impact on European economic growth that this has exerted since 1999 is 

notorious. This situation has been variously defined in the Southern European 
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countries: ‘coup d’état’, ‘suppression of democracy’, ‘expropriation of sovereignty’, 

etc.   

Experiences about the European project 

Originally, the European project pragmatically took up a path of cooperation to 

preserve peace in Europe in the form of the European common market without any 

substantial undermining of the sovereignty of the member states: the Coal and Steel 

Community, the Common Market, Common Agricultural Policy, and so on. For each 

of these elements implementation was a long-drawn-out process, with transitional 

rules for individual countries. But following the collapse of the Berlin Wall, with the 

institution of the European Union in 1992, the integration process underwent a 

dramatic acceleration. The transfer of sovereignty in a good number of vital sectors 

proved to be much more extensive than originally announced by the Brussels Elite. A 

number of member countries were obliged to accept the imposition of economic 

policy by Brussels (and Berlin), while the free movement of capital, goods and labor 

reduced national parliaments to the status of administrative offices, given the 

domination of “market forces” and the dictates of the European Court of Justice. 

 Where the Brussels Elite has betrayed its commitments is in the degree, scope 

and nature of the transfer of sovereignty from the memberstate. The contradiction 

between the critical zeal for integration and the transfer of sovereign powers to the 

EU and the historical, cultural, political and economic differences among 28 member 

countries is now the Achilles’ heel of European cooperation. The sound argument, 

that the increased national differences within the Union should have induced a 

slowdown in the process of integration towards a “United States of Europe”, has gone 

unheeded in Brussels. On the contrary, the reply is that the current crisis demands 

further acceleration and centralization to bring individual countries “up to speed.” 

 The logic of the Elite – the crisis is best overcome by greater integration and 

policy standardization – runs in the teeth of the facts. Perfectly consistent with the 

Elite’s position has been the institution of the Stability Pact and later the Fiscal 

Compact, which were supposedly to resolve the crisis of the Euro-zone. The paradox, 

behind which lie strategies quite different from those proclaimed for the benefit of the 

public, is that faced with the undeniable failure of these measures, which the peoples 

of Europe have experienced, while the President of the Commission can assert that “it 

is not the euro but the national states that have aggravated and prolonged the crisis.” 

 The mounting popular mistrust of the Brussels Elite was made abundantly clear 

by the recent European parliamentary elections. This mistrust was greeted with head-

shaking in Brussels and interpreted as “nationalism,” when the proper response 
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would have been some form of self-criticism: why is the original broad popular 

support for the European project now being transformed into its contrary? There can 

be no doubt that unless the course of events is changed, nationalistic tendencies will 

strengthen. So, bringing European cooperation back onto the path of a project for 

peace and European solidarity is urgent; but the very recent appointments to the top-

posts in Bruxelles is so much ‘business as usual’, that we fear nothing is learned and 

nothing will be changed. 

 

The EU’s future lies in a return to more regional and less pan-European 

cooperation   

 As we have long maintained in various forums, the way out of a situation that 

has sparked growing opposition on the part of the peoples of Europe can only be 

found by reorganizing the forms of cooperation, restoring the sovereignty of 

European parliaments in the fields where it has been unjustifiably taken from them. 

This requires greater observance of the Treaty’s principle of subsidiarity. 

 The point of departure for European cooperation at the start of the 1950s was 

the mutual commitment on the part of historic enemies to a “project for peace” 

through trade cooperation. The idea was certainly not to create a “United States of 

Europe” as a would-be great-power but essentially to prevent new armed conflict. 

The Coal and Steel Community, in fact, was instituted to keep the European powers 

from being able to forge cannons in competition with one another and go back to 

their sabre-rattling. In those years the European community comprised six countries 

that had explicitly declared their commitment to economic cooperation. Their action 

constituted what today we would call “regional cooperation.” And this should teach 

something to the Brussels Elite, showing them how a small number of countries 

managed to work together in areas where there were clear common interests and 

where the necessity for some renunciation of sovereignty could be reasonably 

maintained. 

 Today’s 28 member states do not need to march at the same pace in all sectors, 

as the advocates of the centralist approach currently argue. This is what has provoked 

Britain’s reaction. It took 40 years to introduce the single European market for goods 

without excessive conflict and with accompanying measures providing for protracted 

transitional phases for new members. There are other sectors in which regional 

cooperation can develop gradually and spread to an ever-increasing number of 

countries: energy, electricity generation, the reduction of CO2 emissions, 

coordination of energy saving, transportation systems, higher education, 
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telecommunications, and more. But experience shows that when it comes to the 

macroeconomic variables of money supply, currency, capital and labour, the 

differences between countries constitute an obstacle to common rules and the 

renunciation of sovereignty. The Commission’s “one size fits all” approach to 

economic policy and institutional reform has certainly been a gigantic error, given 

national diversities. 

 The rapid introduction of free movement of workers and capital between 

countries, combined with the single currency, destabilized a number of member 

countries economically, socially and politically. These measures must be undone as 

soon as possible if we want to ease future tensions between members. Among other 

things, they show misunderstanding of the real causes of emigration. Certainly few 

citizens of the European Union want to emigrate, even among those who do so out of 

free economic choice. Obviously, we are not talking about technicians and managers 

dispatched abroad by their companies for brief or more extended stays at foreign 

branches or for study, research, cultural exchange. But in reality, too many people 

move to another country to get a job out of necessity, because their own country does 

not offer decent employment and working conditions. The free movement of workers 

has become the life-jacket of the countries with high unemployment, low wages and 

poor working conditions. In the receiving countries this leads easily to social 

dumping. The only way to avoid it is for a substantial period to limit unlimited 

migration within Europe. Only countries with reasonably similar work organization 

and wage levels can integrate their labour markets without making unduly tentions. 

This is why the Nordic countries have had a common labor market for half a century 

without popular sceptisism. 

 These factors are perfectly known to the European Union, which is the reason 

for which all possible means are resorted to in order to keep non-EU workers from 

getting inside “Fortress Europe.” So why is there a single labour market in the entire 

EU, when it is notorious that the member state economies are still too diversified to 

form a single, functioning labor market? This argument has been used, for example, 

to block Turkey’s admission to the Union. 

 The deregulation of the capital and banking markets, both at the initiative of 

individual countries and at the behest of Brussels, pushed financial destabilization to 

excess. The opening of the financial borders and the institution of the single currency 

have undermined monetary sovereignty so severely that today everyone – in Brussels 

and in the national capitals – fears the financial markets more than the electorates. 

The question that torments the European governing elite at the end of the all-night 

sessions necessary to reach compromise is “How will the financial markets react?” 
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This feature, by now imprinted in their physiognomy, is simply pathetic, considering 

that if they wanted they could restore financial and banking control within the 

European Union overnight. 

 Only with the outbreak of the crisis in 2009 were the first, timid measures to 

contain future banking crises taken. Nevertheless, in practice nearly all types of 

financial transactions are allowed, even today, and the European Central Bank has 

lost control over the creation of money. Today no authority in Brussels has a sense of 

the degree of insolvency and risk exposure of Europe’s banks. The national central 

banks have no power in this area, as a result of the transfer of monetary sovereignty 

imposed upon them when controls on capital movements between countries were 

abolished. Today they all implore the institution of a Banking Union, which will 

result in a new federal institution, more centralism and less democratic control, which 

would make it even more easy for the great banks and international finance to 

undertake their lobbyism. 

 The reasonable solution, proportional to the facts and to the realistic 

possibilities, would be to bring capital markets and banks back under the control of 

the individual states or the European regions that already practice cooperation in 

these areas (the Nordic countries). This system basically worked well enough until 

the 1980s, during decades when banking and stock market crises and crashes had 

supposedly been consigned to the history books. At this level it might be possible to 

pass an Act on the control of financial transactions, limiting speculative transactions 

in the tax havens of Luxembourg, the Cayman Islands, Gibraltar, the Canaries and 

Switzerland. 

 

What we need: “Heroes of retreat” for the European Union 

 In the early 1990s Hans Magnus Enzensberger wrote an essay on “The heroes 

of the retreat” about the men within the “Communist regime” who contributed 

actively to the overwhelmingly peaceful transition to the market economy, political 

pluralism and less centralist government in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. 

These “heroes” and their dedication of course went very largely unsung, and save for 

Mikhail Gorbachev they are now long-forgotten. 

 This would be the fate of European political leaders who took the initiative in 

rolling back EU cooperation in certain major sectors. We can imagine that a 

Commission President who presented a well articulated plan for the regionalization of 

the single currency would be rewarded with a letter of dismissal, even if his proposal 
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were later acted on. Yet it is common knowledge that the European Union will not be 

an “optimal currency area” for many years to come; so forgoing the single currency 

in favor of regional currencies – a Nordic crown, say, or a Mediterranean euro – 

would speed up the normalization of the European economy. 

On a few occasions Brussels has been forced into a minor retreat, as when the 

rhetorical proclamation of a “European constitution” that was intended to strengthen 

the powers of the elite was subjected to popular referendum. The firm opposition of 

the French and Dutch voters, who rejected the constitution, certainly caused a few 

tears to be shed in Brussels, and the elite could only bewail the people’s “failure to 

understand”. There was a pause for reflection, and a more gradual process was 

decided upon, only proposing a new Treaty (the Lisbon Treaty) to rewrite and 

simplify existing clauses, for the sole purpose of avoiding national referendums and 

getting the new treaty ratified on the sly by national parliaments, as in fact happened. 

In the 2014 European Parliamentary elections, however, the voice of the people could 

not be stifled. The results certainly do not represent a vote of confidence in the 

Brussels elite, and this can be ascribed to the latter’s active role in provoking massive 

unemployment, deepening poverty and the bleak prospects of young people. The elite 

have betrayed the expectations of the citizens of Europe by their insistence of new 

common rules and ever-greater transfers of sovereignty, and they are finding it 

increasingly difficult to legitimize as “European” economic policies that are actually 

dictated by the international centers of financial and military power. 

In short, what we need is “heroes of retreat” in Brussels who are strong enough 

to say that the integration of the European Union has been too fast and too sweeping, 

that the democratic deficit has jeopardized cooperation, and that the ambiguous 

relationship between the EU and globalization threatens to unravel the entire 

European project. The exigency is to devise a radical new set of points of equilibrium 

between the common decisions of the Union and regional self-organization: a 

proposal intermediate between “one size fits all” and “EU à la carte.” The courage of 

heroes of retreat is required to pare back centralism and replace it with regional 

cooperation among countries with true common interests. A crucial test of this model 

would be represented by an initiative for the control of financial transactions. 

The heroes of retreat would most definitely win no applause in Brussels. This 

is perfectly clear to George Papandreou; when he suggested a popular referendum on 

Greek participation in the single currency in the autumn of 2011, Brussels said no, 

arguing that such a course would throw Greece’s membership of the EU itself into 

doubt. The same is being said today about the Scottish referendum on independence 

from the UK. In this case, fortunately, the European Union cannot engage in sabre-
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rattling, but it has not refrained from economic threats. And this certainly does 

nothing to bolster popular consensus. 

In conclusion, there is a need for politicians and observers who can stand up 

and declare openly that Greece and Scotland must obviously remain members of the 

EU family, but that this will come about only if their wishes, prompted by their 

peculiar situations, are taken into due consideration. Further, we must resume 

discussion of a plan for a variable-geometry form of cooperation in Europe (macro- 

and mega- regions) as regards labor, capital, money, tax systems, energy, welfare 

systems, education, defense, law enforcement, and so on. This kind of regional 

cooperation would modify today’s strained relations between individual countries and 

the Union. Europe urgently needs “heroes of retreat” with the courage to shoulder 

their responsibilities and devise a new strategy consistent with the project for a 

Europe of peace and solidarity. Without these heroes, there can only be the mounting 

risk that the entire European project will find itself at a dead end. 
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