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The Euro-crisis so far has shook up the way of governing the EU and has brought a big leap 

towards integration which no one could have imagined even one and a half year before when 

the so called subprime crisis was still in its heydays but no one was talking about debt prob-

lems of the smaller EU-member states. The political steps and their consequences in return 

have driven masses of European citizens out to the streets and public places or constitutional 

courts to challenge political decisions made to find a way out of the recent crisis. Even if neo-

liberalism has been and is still the prevailing mode of regulation for about the last three dec-

ades entailing a never-ending row of crises the recent one in the following of the so called 

subprime crisis has led to a new quality of mistrust of political institutions and indignation 

which brings new experiences of common struggles to hundreds of thousand young people 

dubbed the “lost generation”. (ILO2010)  

This year`s EuroMemo Group Report describes the unequal distribution of income as well as 

the diminished fairness in taxation in the whole European Union. (EuroMemo Group Report 

2011) As a consequence we are witnessing the intensification of social tensions within states 

and national tensions between states of which we think they have the same social roots as the 

within-states-tensions. Those tensions are the expression of what Arrighi on a global scale has 

called the within-state- and the in-between-states-inequality (Arrighi 2003). Those inequali-

ties are the effect of politics and ideas of neoliberalism which prescribe economic action as 

based upon material self interests of the involved actors be it individuals, social classes or 

states. (Streeck/Beckert 2007). Behind those ideas, however, stands a kind of politics which 

enables the hegemonic states to enforce structural programmes which pursuit their own inter-

ests in the geopolitically weaker countries thus increasing existing inequalities (Bieling 2007). 

Those developments led us to the general thesis of this paper that despite the variety of popu-

lar reactions to the recently imposed austerity policies from right-wing parties` successes at 

the polling box to the “indignados” on European places there is a common denominator. It is 

the claim of equality. Be it either the populations of the Nordic countries who feel to become 

obliged to pay for the financial indulgences of the southerners or those southerners who feel 

unjustly punished for a crisis they didn`t cause, all of them see their lives restraint by an un-

just policy and their hopes for the future diminished by ever increasing inequality. This accor-

dance is not connected with what exactly is seen as being just or what could re-introduce 

equality. 



This paper tries to show some events, dynamics and developments which could give hints to 

further progress of the EU`s shape. According to neo-gramscian theories the processing whole 

of the political system will analytically be divided into two categories.  

The first chapter will analyze the situation of the political society. Intentions, reactions and 

proposals of the politico-socio-economic complex are presented here. 

The second chapter will do likewise analyzing civil society. The multiple reactions and events 

here will be reduced to the above-mentioned leitmotif of demand for equality as their com-

mon denominator. 

The final chapter will suggest a conclusion which of course remains still to be validated by 

the further stream of events. Some arguments, though, which in our opinion strengthen these 

conclusions will be presented here. 

 

1.) Political society 

Torreblanca speaks of an uprising of the elites (Torreblanca 2011). This uprising has mani-

fested itself on many occasions. One of the most striking events was the resignation of leading 

ECB-officials because of opposing views on how the ECB should act in times of crisis. This 

might look paradox in a time in which the very kind of politics which is embodied in the 

ECB`s statutes is asserted throughout the EU in an unprecedented scale and speed. The expla-

nation for this situation could be that this is a struggle for reaching coherence in a new mode 

of regulation which implies also gaining hegemony in the sphere of public discussions.  This 

is what Jamie Peck calls the “roiling”-style of politics (Peck 2009). Peck determines a “Roll-

back-phase” of neoliberalism which was a consolidated as well as a crisis-ridden period. First 

of all, however, it was a more adversarial style of politics led by political figures like Marga-

ret Thatcher or Ronald Reagan in pursuit of a “revolution from above”. Time after time this 

politics was increasingly confronted with the costs and the contradictions of its own politics. 

The next period was dominated by market-friendly re-regulation and containment of crisis 

spots instead of deregulation. More pragmatically it was looking for what works. This strand 

of pragmatism and compromise seems to stand against true neoliberalism. Its politics, there-

fore, look more contradictory. Nonetheless, it is congruent with what Becker and Jäger call 

the “radicalisation of neoliberalism” (Becker/Jäger 2011). The term roiling just wants to ex-

press the lack of knowledge on the ruling elites` side how to maintain hegemony while in the 



meantime being forced to act in a completely contradictorily way as they were preaching be-

fore Lehman Brothers went bankrupt. This dilemma makes the content of their politics look 

incoherent thus eroding even more its hegemony. Peck describes that fact in his rather opti-

mistic estimation as neoliberalism being dead but still ruling.  

At the moment there is no general agreement on which policy should be pursued to solve the 

crisis and to lay down the foundations of a new mode of regulation which could work for the 

foreseeable future. “Muddle through”, “kicking down the can” have been some commentaries 

on that kind of politics. This seems to be at odds with the obvious consent of the whole politi-

cal and economic elite of all EU-member states on sticking to the Euro and all the other pol-

icy-issues which from the EEA onwards have taken the same direction of neoliberal politics 

in order to form the body-politics of the EU as an avant-garde-force of globalization. Global-

ization here means what has been known for the last twenty-odd years as the Washington 

Consent. Coherence or the lack of it seems to be the key to sustain legitimacy which brings 

consent and this hegemony. An example of that fact is the problems German Chancellor An-

gela Merkel is facing in Germany as well outside within the EU (and, occasionally, when 

things are on the brink of the abyss from the USA).  

The critics of Merkel`s political decisions have blamed her for an alleged lack of coherence. 

“Merkel has offered no coherent narrative explaining the debt crisis and responses to it”, Al-

exander Gallas observed in The Guardian (Gallas 2011). This lack stems from the necessity 

for the political leader of the biggest economic power of the EU, which has by far most bene-

fited from the existing model of the EU, to maintain the rules which have proven to be advan-

tageous for the elite of Germany but likewise to uphold consent with her constituency and 

disapproving parts of the elite. If Germany won`t help insolvent members of the Euro-Zone 

she will endanger the political project of the Euro which also strengthened the German ex-

port-dominated economic model so much. The institutionalising of guaranteeing debts other-

wise would keep public finances partly responsible for the costs this very model causes, 

which are vehemently neglected in German public discourse. Those who disapprove to 

Merkel`s choices hold on to ideologemes and national myths which were used to maintain 

consent during previous times of new integration steps. This consent gave the elite an uncon-

tested hegemony which still prevails but is constantly stirred up by every new decision in fa-

vour of the Euro and neoliberal EU-politics. Thrift for example and reliability were and are 

still key elements not only of German conservatives` ideology. Holding on to those principles, 

however, will demolish the political project of European Integration by economic integration. 

Consequently Merkel`s politics as well as the politics of the other member states resemble the 



“trial and error”- proceedings which Peck has ascribed to the “Roiling”-phase we are witness-

ing today. Wavering comments on whether there will be a common commitment to guarantee 

for each other`s debt or not is undermining credibility on the financial markets which fear for 

their investments and profits but also in the German population who feel once again as the 

pay-masters of Europe as they have been told so many times before when it was about finan-

cial commitments to European projects. As a consequence, the German population doesn`t 

want to understand how out of the sudden they are supposedly to be the biggest profiteers of 

the Common Market and Common Currency. Decreasing real wages and increasing inequality 

make it even harder to understand. Gallas refers to conservative commentators like Charles 

Moore or Frank Schirrmacher who start to support the proposition that the political system 

serves only the rich. So big is the concern of even right-wing intellectuals that consent and 

hegemony might be lost for good by today`s practised politics. 

On the other side Merkel is attacked by the rest of the EU-member states as “Madame No” 

because she repeatedly has blocked initiatives which could help at least a short-term solution 

for the crisis or when agreeing only in connection with harsh austerity measures. This is the 

international aspect of this crisis whose origins are the different modes of regulation 

(Becker/Jäger 2011). Groups of nations confront each other because of their different interests 

caused by different economic structures. 

Those developments are nothing but the logical continuation of EU-politics as it has been 

codified in all European Treaties from Maastricht to Lisbon. They are part of the political 

project of neoliberalism as David Harvey has described it in order to restore or in some cases 

to create the power of certain political and economic elites. Its origins lay in the times of dis-

content of the 1970s (Harvey 2005). Now it has to struggle again against political discontent 

as a consequence of economic crisis. This kind of struggle is according to Harvey a class 

struggle against all of those who don`t belong to the tiny minority of the elite. Elsewhere Har-

vey has called this a war waged by the wealthy (Harvey 2006). 

Karamessini rightly points to the downside of that politics. She writes that all “correction me-

chanisms for capital to protect or redress (rates of) profits during economic crises always imp-

ly painful social consequences for the working classes, labour market (re)entrants, and vul-

nerable social groups.” (Karamessini 2009) The mechanisms` function is to re-establish the 

hegemony of neoliberalism. This happens all over Europe in the form of austerity politics. 

Those countries which had to agree to the rescue packages of EU and IMF are experiencing 

this as a “rescue-cum-retrenchment-policy” (Scharpf 2011).  



Another interesting question is the one for Germanification of Europe or in Gramscian terms 

the question if Germany is fulfilling the Piedmontese function.  The Piedmontese function is 

realised by a state which replaces social groups in leading societal struggles. As in the times 

of the Italian Risorgimento it is hard to achieve political union today in the EU. This implies 

the necessity of an arbiter of the union who of course is powerful enough to push forward this 

political goal and provide the possible constitution of this union. Thus a new passive revolu-

tion would take place. The upcoming examples are at the moment nothing more than a sample 

of some observations of recent political occurrences. One observation is the expansion of the 

German “debt alert mechanism” (Schuldenbremse). Reducing state deficits not dependent on 

political deliberation but according to fix economic quantities is a step towards a new state 

form of authoritarian liberalism. The authoritarian element here is above all the direct effect to 

budgetary decisions as core element of parliamentary democracies. Another one is the bar-

gaining on European level about how to solve the crisis. The strengthening of the executive in 

relation to the legislative branch leads to further tensions. In assessing the outcomes of the 

summits, formal and informal meetings of EU`s political leaders first of all between Merkel 

and France`s president Nicolas Sarkozy there has even been the talk of a “Berlin Consensus” 

(Cassen 2010) to describe the current situation in the EU. Hence, Germany is the country 

which with her political weight pushes forward an agenda in favour of the interests of finan-

cial market institutions and actors.  

 

2.) Civil society 

We agree with Scharpf`s thesis that the loss of legitimacy (as an important aspect of consent) 

stems from the institutional framework set up by the Maastricht Treaty and its successors as 

well the political content implied by this policy. Since more and more aspects of political out-

put are determined by supranational institutions in the EU`s multi-level system the voters 

have increasingly the impression that elections with possible changes of government can`t 

make any difference.  This is undermining the democratic legitimacy of the political regime 

itself not just of a single government or party.  

At the same time the states` capacity to increase or distribute output in favour of their citizens 

diminishes by the self-imposed restraint of states` revenue by taxation and states` expendi-

tures concluding in increasing inequalities thus diminishing further the system`s output legi-

timacy.  



At the level of international relations national discourses which each lay blame on ”the oth-

ers” can succeed by abstracting from the specific relations which all EU-member states main-

tain among themselves. The deficit/debtor countries are closely intertwined with the sur-

plus/lender countries in so far as they mainly took credits from the surplus states to cushion 

their deficits (Bieling, 2011).  

Furthermore, by pushing forwards integration in specific policy fields for example financial 

market integration a special mode of government is being fortified without standing in the 

focus of public interest (Bieling 2003). In crisis-less times this proceeding works, that means it 

doesn`t cause tensions and resistance. 

This mode of government passes more and more elements of politics to a level on which it is outside 

democratic institutions of deliberations and voting. This new constitutionalism (Gill 2000) creates 

state forms which abscond from popular-democratic responsibility. Economic and political processes 

are separated from a broad political responsibility. Governments are to become more receptive to-

wards market discipline thus less receptive towards popular-democratic forces and processes. A closer 

look at the multiple suggestions of problem-solving policies reveals exactly this as their leitmotif. Be it 

the government economique, the competitiveness-pact, a European Ministry of finance, the European 

semester, proposals for automatisms in cases of new crisis etc., etc the main intention is to maintain 

the ideal of the three Cs (Confidence, Continuity, Credibility) which the state has to maintain in the 

eye of the financial markets in order to keep them financing the state. (Gill, 2000, p. 42). This embeds 

the new constitutionalism into the broader discourse of disciplinarian neoliberalism which acts against 

possible breaches of the demands of the three Cs. (ibid.). Moreover, it has the moral right to punish 

those who immorally acted against the existing set of ethics. 

The consequences of those politics which try to preserve the three Cs lay the ground for more 

tensions like the insistence of the German Bundestag (parliament) to keep sovereignty over 

the decisions concerning rescue packages and the like. Merkel tried to reconcile those con-

flicting positions with a splendid sentence. She said: It has to be secured that parliaments` co-

determination rights with regard to the rescue packages will be market compliant (FAZ, 

01.09.2011). This is the embodiment of the new constitutionalism. Political deliberation is 

nothing more than an annoyance while trying to proceed effectively. 

Besides the obvious democratic deficiencies of the EU`s political system there is another as-

pect which aggrieves the overwhelming and still increasing majority of European citizens. It 

is the experience of growing social inequalities and respective diminished chances for a better 

life for one`s self or at least for one`s children. 



European youth-unemployment has reached twenty percent. Ever more belong to the working 

poor. Spain, the starting point for the movement of the indignados, is at the top with about 43 

%, Greece follows second with about 33 % and others are not far behind with similar num-

bers. Emigration resurrected not only in Greece, Spain and Ireland. (Vogel 2011) Fact is that 

so called precarious living conditions belonged to normal live experiences of a great number 

of European adolescents way before the crisis broke out. Greece`s youth exploded, when a 

15-year-old boy was shot by a policeman in December 2008. Social struggles for better edu-

cation, better employment chances and labour market entry have never ceased in the last dec-

ade throughout Europe. The occupation of public spaces as it is apparently inspired by the 

Arab Spring-movement is a new inflammation of the youth`s longing for more equal society. 

When analyzing the pledges of the demonstrators, though, it becomes clear, that many argu-

ments express a standpoint of “moral economics” (E.P. Thompson). The subaltern classes 

express their dissatisfaction because they are not treated by the ruling classes as they have 

been promised and the outcome of what was promised as the fruit of pain and severance has 

vanished during the crisis. Of course we have to keep in mind Gramsci`s insight that express-

ing the same political notions a member of the subaltern classes will mostly mean something 

completely different of what a member of the ruling classes says with the same words. 

Especially the youth-movement has drawn some criticism, as from Slavoj Zizek, who in an 

interview with the German weekly “Die Zeit” said that although the indignados mistrust 

Spain`s today`s political class they direct their claims towards the state without giving an al-

ternative what this state should look like. He sees in their manifesto just a call for a new mas-

ter who could be installed by a kind of authoritarian capitalism. 

Although Zizek is right in identifying the roots of the indignados` disappointment in a broken 

promise of the system since even high qualified young women and men can`t find adequate or 

even any job we think that he oversees an element of this movement.  

First it is a further step in politicization of a generation which had to learn to resist an ever 

stronger and pervasive ideology, which taught them that it is only on their own if they succeed 

or fail and furthermore, that people around them were competitors and stumbling blocks on 

their way to succeed instead of being comrades and the multiplication of their strength to re-

sist. They don`t play the blaming game “us against the others” or “north vs. south”.  

Second, on a more abstract level, they are the first sign that the advanced condition of integra-

tion not only leads to “negative politicization” (Offe cited at Höpfner/Schäfer 2010). We have 

seen before, that the conflicts on the political level are not so much confined to party or ideo-

logical affiliations but alongside sets of states with similar kinds of capitalisms. Since further 



integration has led constantly to an intensification of conflicts between social and even more 

between national groups the gap between the European elites and their political ideal of Euro-

pean Integration and the majority of population has extremely broadened. The experience of 

citizens from other member states being competitors and the framework allowing these things 

to happen namely the Common Market disavow the idea of a common body politics. This is 

the basis on which right-wing populist parties gain more and more votes in elections. 

The “indignados”, “aganaktismenoi”, “enrages” and the readers of “Indignez Vous!” could in 

a rather optimistic point of view be the beginning of a counter-development to negative politi-

cization. 

Even the problematic events of the British Riots could be seen at least as being a first step to 

politicization. The sole fact that “people join forces to flout both law and social convention, 

they are acting politically:” (Younge 2011) Younge`s bitter conclusion is that as devoid as of 

any political coherence those riots were, as devoid has been the left in the wake of the eco-

nomic crisis to show a coherent political project to find out of that catastrophic turn of events. 

This makes the lack of political coherence on the part of the politics of the elites even more 

effectual. 

 

Conclusions 

This paper summarised the current state of affairs. The ongoing crisis makes it extremely dif-

ficult for the ruling classes to find a new stable mode of regulation in which they will possess 

hegemony again. The tensions between state apparatuses and institutions, organisations and 

movements of civil society push the ruling classes to act more with force than with hegem-

ony. Austerity policies as punishment as well as public discourses with moral damnation of 

the guilty debtors belong together into this category. 

One of the few things which can be said for sure becoming true in the immediate future is that 

the pursuit of sustaining the three Cs facing the financial market and its actors will bring an 

erosion of credibility and confidence which European citizens had so far in their political sys-

tems. First steps of politicization of popular movements have been done; it has not to be a 

unilinear way towards rebellion or even revolution but the first necessary strides in that direc-

tion lay behind us and this is what counts for what is lying before us. 

There is the hope of past experiences. What began as “IMF-Riots” (Nimmo 2011) in Latin 

American and several other countries in the eighties and nineties as reaction to the IMF-

implemented austerity programmes and neoliberal governments in pure shape led through 



long-lasting coalition building and politicization of the oppressed and exasperated masses to 

electoral wins of governments with clear political agendas of emancipation and progress. 

We don`t know if the European`s youth revolt will surpass the moment of indignation thus 

becoming a social movement. (Bareis et al. 2010) Although, we are sure that the politics of 

the immediate future will work hard on maintaining the anger of the masses due to decisions 

leading to even more inequality. We don`t know if the Social democratic Party`s victory in 

Denmark marks the end of the upswing of populist right-wing parties in Europe (we would 

say this is rather unlikely). 

What we know is that there must be a new connection between the excluded unemployed and 

uneducated with high amounts of rage with the excluded unemployed and well-educated with 

high amounts of indignation. Not only transnational solidarity but also inter-class solidarity 

could loom by the failure and the lack of will of the system to provide its minimal promises at 

least for the time of crisis-driven upheaval. 

Foremost, however, there is the need of the right political questions and answers which could lead to a 

passage towards a new mode of reproduction. If Socialism is to reappear as a viable political solution 

the concept of property in Marxian terms as well as the basic underlying contradiction between labour 

and capital have to be brought forward by a more self-assertive left. Facing state intervention of an 

unprecedented scale in the wake of the world wide crisis Marx` dictum of the abolition of the 

capitalist mode of production within the capitalist mode of production as a point of passage 

into a new mode of production (MEW 25, p. 454) has to be the methodological start for a 

searching for this coming new mode of production. It is not about the changing product lines 

as some in favour of a “New Green Deal” suggest. It is about changing the socio-economic 

path of development. (Röttger 2011) Times of crises are splendid times for reactionary forces, 

it is on the forces of resistance to stop their devastating plans, otherwise crises will become 

catastrophes. 
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