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Introduction
The nation-based welfare state (NBWS) and the
European Union (EU) are two precious legacies of
the 20th century. Their mutual relationship is however
fraught by unresolved tensions (and a potential “clash”),
which the recent crisis has been markedly exacerbating.
When, how and why did the original “elective affinity”
between the WS and the EU spheres start to weaken?
Is “reconciliation” possible and how? These questions
lie at the centre of current academic and public debates.
The WS serves essential economic, social and political
functions. But the financing of its programmes strains
public budgets and raises sustainability challenges, es-
pecially in the wake of growing demographic ageing.
The EU (EMU in particular) is in its turn essential for
growth, jobs and macro-economic stability, but tends
to undermine the WS’s very institutional foundation:
the sovereign right of the state to determine the bound-
aries, forms and extent of national solidarity, including
tax and spending levels. The aim of this article is to
cast new light on such issues by focusing on the “in-
tellectual” logic which has guided WS-building, on the
one hand, and EU-building, on the other, and by high-
lighting the responsibility of this logic in generating
the clash. Drawing on Weber’s insights on the rela-
tionship between ideas, values and politics, I will try
to reconnect these three elements for interpreting the
current predicament and for putting forward some sug-
gestions on how to overcome it. The article is organised
as follows. The next section presents the topic and the
approach. The second section illustrates the ideational
logics which have guided, respectively, the development
of the welfare state at the national level and the process
of economic integration at the supranational level. The
third and fourth sections will in turn summarize my di-
agnosis and outline an agenda for intellectual “work” on
both the epistemic and axiological fronts, which I see
as a prerequisite for responsible and effective political
choices. The conclusion wraps up.

Welfare and Europe: The Roots
of “De-Conciliation”
The tensions between the NBWS and European inte-
gration have been building up since the 1980s. With
the completion of the internal market and the mone-
tary union, an increasingly stronger “economic space”
has come to partly encapsulate national welfare institu-

tions, imposing exogenous constraints on their function-
ing – including their process of internal re-adaptation
to changing demography and social needs. Through
the four freedoms, competition rules, and the euro, the
EU has launched three basic challenges to the social
sovereignty of member states.1 The first is a challenge
to the NBWS’s territorial closure, through the explicit
prohibition of (most) cross-border restrictions regard-
ing access to and consumption of social benefits, and to
some extent also the provision of services. The national-
ity filter has been neutralized for admission into domes-
tic sharing spaces and some core social rights (such as
pensions) have become portable across the territory of
the whole EU. The second challenge has addressed the
very “right to bound”, i.e. the right of each national com-
munity to autonomously determine who can/must share
what with whom and then enforce compliance through
specific organizational structures backed by coercive
power (e.g. setting up a compulsory public insurance
scheme for a given occupational category). The third
challenge has, finally, imposed increasingly stringent
fiscal rules to national budgets, thus “biting” directly
on the size and structure of domestic welfare for those
Member State that violate such constraints.

The financial crisis has exacerbated existing tensions
and activated new ones. The clash between nation-based
social protection needs and EMU-induced austerity and
spending cuts has rapidly escalated and has entered the
electoral arena, where it is generating a new, turbulent
cleavage between pro- and anti-EU actor coalitions.2

The crisis has also activated a (more or less) latent
distributive cleavage between richer, “paying” Mem-
ber States and poorer “receiving” Member States: the
issue of a “Transfer Union” has gained increasing polit-
ical salience.3 The general strain between solidarity and
economic integration has therefore broken down into
four distinct tensions:

1. market-making vs market-correcting at the EU
level;

2. national social sovereignty/discretion vs EU
law/conditionality;

3. intra-EU “system competition” between high-
wage/high welfare Member States and low-
wage/low welfare Member States (“old vs new”
Member States or “West vs East”);4

4. payers vs beneficiaries of cross-national trans-
fers and financial assistance (“core vs peripheral”
Member States or “North vs South”).
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The four lines of tension intersect with each other,
creating complex policy dilemmas, political turmoil and
a further erosion of popular legitimacy for the EU – as
clearly demonstrated by the campaigns and the results
of the 2014 European elections. While the scholarly lit-
erature largely agrees on the nature and intensity of the
current predicament, prognoses tend to diverge. At one
extreme we find a position of dead end pessimism: ten-
sions and conflicts cannot be solved at the EU level, the
only solution is to “bust” the status quo (euro included),
repatriate competences and fence off supranational in-
trusions on domestic arrangements and policy agendas.5

At the other extreme, we find the federalist position:
the EU should swiftly turn into a fully-fledged federal
super-state, equipped with an adequate central budget,
with taxing and (social) spending powers.6 In the mid-
dle we find a variety of “realist” positions, including
“supranational incrementalism”,7 for which reconciling
economic and social Europe is difficult, but not im-
possible. To some extent, the process has been under
way for some time: especially after the Treaty revisions
from Amsterdam to Lisbon and the launch of the em-
ployment and social “processes” based on the Open
Method of Coordination (OMC), a recognizable “social
dimension” has been emerging within the EU archi-
tecture, which has erected some bulwarks (“hard” and
“soft”) against the interference and constraints linked
to economic and monetary integration. As emblematic
examples we can mention: the Charter on Fundamental
Rights; common labour and social security standards;
soft laws on employment, social inclusion, pensions as
well as health care and long-term care; more recently,
the so-called social provisions of the Lisbon Treaty and
the social targets of the Europe 2020 strategy.8

The crisis has proved, however, that the current
strength and content of the social dimension are still
inadequate for safeguarding an acceptable and effective
balance between state and market, on the one hand, and
between supranational constraints and national discre-
tion, on the other. Moreover, existing social provisions
seem programmatically insufficient to cope with the
other two of the above mentioned lines of conflict: sys-
tem competition and core-periphery asymmetries. The
challenges faced by EU-building are thus formidable:
strengthening the social dimension, upholding the in-
stitutional foundations of the NBWS within the overall
EU architecture, managing the redistributive tensions
linked to system competition and cross-national trans-
fers. Much of the current debate among “supranational
realists” focusses on policies and institutions in an effort
to identify substantive and procedural solutions capable
of meeting the four challenges. Despite considering my-
self a realist, in this paper I would like to shift the debate
to a more general and deeper level: the intellectual level
in a broad and, so to speak, foundational sense. I am

in fact convinced that prior to (and in order to) identi-
fying the content of specific policies and institutional
arrangements that can enable the EU to overcome its
predicament, an in-depth analysis must be undertaken
about the very nature of the EU as a politico-symbolic
construction, of its requirements in terms of systemic
sustainability for the present and the future and of the
possible ideational frames within which to elaborate and
then implement policy and institutional choices.

According to a noble tradition of twentieth-century
political theory rooted in Max Weber’s thought, ideas
and politics play a crucial role in mediating conflicts –
on both the substantive and procedural levels.9 For We-
berian theory, modern society is the product and at the
same time an incessant producer of specific institutional
orders, i.e. spheres of interactions guided by prescrip-
tions which have acquired a high degree of indepen-
dence in the minds of individuals and are considered
as binding or quasi-binding by them. Institutional con-
stellations determine the degree of individual freedom,
which, for Weber, is essentially the freedom to choose
in relation to values and to implement such choices
without illegitimate impediments. Institutional constel-
lations are never perfectly integrated with each other:10

a fact that incessantly creates conflict potential, on one
hand, and room for innovation, on the other. Imperfect
integration typically results from the logical irreducibil-
ity of the rationality criteria which characterize broad
value spheres (religion, economy, morals, science, etc.)
as well as the more specific institutional orders (e.g.
democracy vs. bureaucracy, market vs. welfare etc.).
The basic task of politics is to manage inter-institutional
conflicts in order to safeguard the foundations of the po-
litical community and provide it with a sense of direc-
tion. Though guided by different logics, the political
and intellectual spheres are inextricably intertwined.
The latter is typically concerned with the production
of nomological knowledge about facts, as well as with
the critical discussion/analysis of values and the elab-
oration of broad world-views, in the form of public
philosophies, narratives and ideologies, combining fac-
tual and normative judgements. In order to be politically
productive – i.e. capable of bringing about innovative
change in a peaceful, coherent and effective way – so-
cial and institutional contradictions and conflicts must
be perceived and analyzed, “clarity” (a Weberian con-
cept) must be pursued regarding objective states of the
world and possibilities of change, alternatives must be
generated and evaluated based on both principles and
factual consequences. In other words, a firm intellectual
basis is required for the responsible exercise of leader-
ship in the political sphere.

In this perspective, the current European crisis can
be interpreted as a problem of acute, but “blocked” con-
flict between broad institutional orders: market, state,
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