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Introduction1
Just like security and peace, organized solidarity is a key political good for a stable and effective functioning
of both the market and democracy and for mediating their inevitable tensions. In historical perspective, the
national systems of social protection can be seen as the end result of a long process of ‘bounding’, ‘bonding’
and “binding” . During the twentieth century, the consolidation of territorial borders and of “nationality”
filters (bounding) fed increasingly stronger sharing dispositions (bonding) among citizens, allowing for the
establishment of compulsory mass social insurance (binding). In the absence of strong state boundaries
eliciting mutual ties among insiders, the political production of organized solidarity (i.e. public welfare
systems with high redistributive capacity) would have been impossible. As highlighted by the so-called
‘state-building school’ on political development, the formation of the European Union is partly replicating –
under drastically changed circumstanced – the process of boundary-building which, starting from the
sixteenth century, led to the modern system of nation-states (Bartolini 2005; Ferrera 2005; Flora 2000). This
time around, however, the bounding–bonding-binding nexus is considerably more complicated and its
activation cannot be taken for granted. While incisively re-drawing economic boundaries, the EU has indeed
adopted a growing number of social provisions -some of them binding. But the construction of a “Social
Europe” is faced with a daunting mission, as it involves putting in place a new, socially-friendly boundary
configuration by working at the margin of the traditional and highly resilient set of state boundaries, nationbased bonds and binding redistributive schemes. This means engaging in dangerous balancing acts between
“opening” and “closure”, with a view to cultivating pan-European sharing ties and crafting at least a
minimally adequate system of inter-territorial and inter-personal redistribution, without however
jeopardizing national systems. In the absence of a modicum of collectively organized solidarity, a complex
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and heterogeneous institutional construction such as the EMU is unlikely to reach viable levels of political
stability.
This paper has four aims and sections. The first aim is to redefine analytically the very ambiguous notion of
Social Europe and to identify its various components. The second is to connect this analytical redefinition
with the idea of a European Social Union (ESU), which I currently see as the most promising project for reorganizing solidarity on a European scale. The third aim is to discuss some normative principles which might
underpin the most delicate dimension of the ESU project, i.e. encouraging cross-national bonding and
binding. The fourth aim is finally to highlight the political rationale of such principles and explain why the
ESU should be considered as a key “political good”. The conclusion wraps up and reflects on possible
scenarios.

What is “Social Europe”?
Social Europe is one of the most elusive concepts in both EU studies and political debates about the
integration process. Ambiguity stems from the tension between the horizontal connotation of the concept:
solidaristic goals, policies and achievements at the national level – what the French debate calls le social
dans l’Europe – and its vertical connotation, i.e. solidaristic or at least socially friendly goals, policies and
achievements at the supranational level – l’Europe dans le social (Chassard and Venturini, 1995). Instead of
ignoring this tension and surrendering to the ensuing elusiveness, a heuristically neutral and allencompassing definition is advisable. I thus suggest including under Social Europe the following set of
constitutive components:
(1) The ensemble of social protection systems of the 28 member states, resting on the common, typically
European tradition of a ‘social market economy’ and “social dialogue”, but characterized by their different
endowments of schemes and institutions, different logics and effectiveness in terms of market correcting,
different loads of functional and distributive problems, different degrees of “stateness” (administrative
performance and capacity to resist social and political captures). Drawing on the state-building vocabulary, I
propose to define this component the National Social Spaces.
(2) The novel membership space – coterminous with the EU external borders – inside which all the bearers
of EU citizenship or long-term residence permits enjoy a common ‘title’ bestowed upon them by the Union
in order to access the benefits and services of the place in which they freely choose to settle and work,
according to the rules of that place. Starting from the 1970s, the EU has put in place an articulated legal
framework for the coordination of social security systems of the Member States and since 2011 a directive
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regulates in its turn the cross-border mobility of patients. Let us define this component as the EU Social
Citizenship Space.
(3) The ensemble of social schemes and policies characterized by a cross border element – a grass root
development which took off in the 1990s and has increasingly gained momentum. Most of such initiatives
involve regions, under the legal umbrella of European Territorial Cooperation (e.g. euro-regions). Another
interesting development on this front is the creation (mainly by the social partners) of cross-border
occupational insurance schemes for pensions and health care benefits. This component may be called the
Transnational Social Spaces.
(4) The ensemble of those supranational policies that have an explicit social purpose, be they of a regulative
or (re)distributive nature, directly funded by the EU budget (if they imply spending) and based on either hard
or soft law. This component is the EU Social Policy in its ordinary denotation.
(5) The set of objectives and principles of a social nature contained in the Treaties , including those that
allocate responsibilities between levels of government and define decision making procedures. Given the
supremacy of EU law over national law , such objectives and rules constitute the general framework that
guides and constrains the other four components . We can call this component , broadly , the European
Social Constitution.
As can be immediately seen, these five components are not easily kept together. More often than not, they
find themselves in mutual contrast, both symbolically and practically, with negative consequences on the
analytical coherence of Social Europe as a concept as well as on its mobilization potential as a political
objective. What is exactly meant by the demand for ‘more Social Europe’, often voiced in academic or
public debates? The enhancement of EU Social Policy and of the EU Social Citizenship Space, i.e. the
supranationalisation of welfare state functions at the EU level, as in the historical federations? The taming of
the negative integration which semi-automatically follows from free movement provisions and the EU
competition regime and which tends to undermine the National Social Spaces? The promotion by the EU of
an upward convergence of national spaces, meant however to remain the prevailing and unchallenged social
sharing arenas? The creation of more margins of maneuver for ‘territories’ and ‘communities’ to reaggregate themselves across national borders, based on interests or identities, re-channeling the existing
flows of solidarity? In the debate we actually find many variants of each of these meanings.
Conceptual and political ambiguity often allows for a sympathetic dialogue between diverse perspectives.
But the dialogue remains unproductive, as assumptions and implications are poorly compatible, if not
mutually exclusive when pushed to their limits. Analytical disambiguation is always desirable per se. In this
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case it would also allow – I submit – for a fruitful re-framing of some classical issues that in the last two
decades have dominated debates on the ‘social deficit’ of the EU as an institutional and political construct,
such as the asymmetry between negative and positive integration, market-making and market-correcting, EU
(economic and legal) powers and national social sovereignty. If Social Europe is a composite construct that
cannot be reduced to a single component and thus has to live with inherent tensions, there is no single
‘asymmetry’ or ‘deficit’ to which weaknesses can be imputed. Likewise, there is no single instrument or
solution that can remedy such weaknessess.
The crisis has of course dramatically complicated the picture. Though apparently more integrated and
internally coherent than Social Europe, during the Great Recession EMU has proved to be itself a bundle of
different constituent elements (national economies with their governance systems and public finances, the
internal market, the euro, EMU governance institutions and policies and so on) which can be rapidly pushed
apart by international financial markets despite a common currency and Central Bank, and made to collide
with each other by the resurgence of neo-mercantilist orientations – especially on the side of creditor
countries. The Eastern enlargements of the 2000s have in their turn given rise to a tension between old and
new members states, which have come to be increasingly divided on free movement issues relative to
workers, persons and services. The financial crisis and the incapacity of the EU to tackle it, the explosion of
core-periphery (North-South) conflicts in the wake of the sovereign debt problems and the appearance of the
new East-West conflict line have enormously amplified the challenges faced by Social Europe, not least in
their political dimension. One perverse effect of the crisis has been that national voters and politicians now
increasingly voice for “closure”, i.e. are trying to re-establish the old boundaries around the National Social
Spaces, while explicitly challenging the EU Social Citizenship Space. The perspective of a re-drawing of the
boundaries of welfare on a continental scale, accompanied by occasional, but manageable bursts of
contestation, and capable of gradually extending solidarity ties beyond state borders, now appears much
more uncertain and problematic than in the mid-2000s.

Towards a European Social Union (ESU): the substantive agenda
Ideas on how to respond to the EU social predicament abound but lack coherence. A convincing framework
has recently been proposed by Frank Vandenbroucke (2015), who has coined the term of European Social
Union (ESU). The choice of words immediately evokes a system of separate but interdependent elements,
subject (as in the EMU) to common rules and principles and aimed at sustaining/promoting two types of
solidarity: a pan-European solidarity between countries and between individual EU citizens, centered on
supranational institutions, and the more traditional forms of national solidarity, centered on domestic
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institutions. The former should limit itself to pursuing redistributive goals which are functionally necessary
and practically feasible. The latter’s goal is "the highest possible degree of solidarity" (although it would be
appropriate to add "taking into account the preferences expressed democratically by the voters"). Concretely,
in Vandenbroucke’s view, the institutional mission of ESU should be to guide and support the functioning
and modernization of national welfare states based on some common standards and shared objectives,
leaving to the member states wide margins of autonomy in the choice of ways and means.
What could be ESU’s agenda in reference to the five components identified above? Let me briefly survey
what I believe should be the major strategic priorities.
National Social Spaces. Here, as is well known, the current European landscape is characterized by marked
national variations resulting from long term policy trajectories, driven by distinct socio-economic and
cultural-political factors. To the extent that they mirror national preferences and traditions, domestic
diversities in the organization of solidarity are undoubtedly “legitimate” (Scharpf, 2002). Some authors argue
that the EU should stay aloof from harmonization or even any promotion of upward convergence among
systems; it should rather limit itself to “ordering” (in the German sense of Ordnungspolitik) institutional
competition (Abelhauser, 2014). A number of factors militate, however, in favor of a more proactive role for
the Union. First, national social spaces are now confronting an increasing host of similar problems, in the
wake of rapid endogenous and exogenous transformations. A joint search for viable and effective solutions
can broaden the horizons of national models and provide them with a richer and wider policy menu. Second,
given the weight of policy lock-ins and path dependencies, institutional re-adaptation is a demanding task,
even among good performers. The EU can help by supplying resources and incentives for overcoming
organizational stickiness and political blockages to reform. Third, unbridled policy competition based on the
logic of (social) comparative advantages may lead to suboptimal and inefficient mutual adjustments,
generating a growing “dualization” between core and periphery (Palier and Rovny, 2014) and hindering the
formation of that pan-European solidarity which is at the same time a key normative element of the
integration project and a necessary political condition for its success.
The EU can and should be particularly proactive on one front: promoting a reorientation of national spaces
towards social investment. As argued by a rich literature, social investments (and in particular the
enhancement of human capital) are a real "policy imperative" if Europe as a whole wishes to reconcile
economic competiveness and high prosperity/well-being in the context of increasing globalization
(Hemerijk, 2013). Responding to such imperative is however an extremely difficult exercise, precisely
because of the narrow horizons, institutional constraints and the political short-termism that characterize
domestic systems (Ferrera, 2016a). As aptly put by Nicolaidis, “the future is the EU’s comparative
advantage” (Nicolaidis, 2010): the indirect nature of its democracy puts it in better conditions to pursue the
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long term. In the last years the EU has elaborated an articulated agenda on social investment, underpinned by
convincing functional (and partly normative) justifications. But more can and needs to be done: the
facilitation of social investment should become a key political function of the European Social Union.
Social Citizenship Space. Here the priority should be the correct regulation and management of the free
movement of persons and their access to social benefits and services in the countries of destination. The ESU
could not exist as a Union of welfare states if did not rest on a common underlying space which guarantees
the right to have basic social rights in any national system as a result of "entries" and "exits". But as we know
this issue has become increasingly contentious after the Eastern enlargement and lies at the basis of the
above mentioned East-West tension. In the mid-2000s, the image of the “Polish plumber” came to
emblematically represent the challenge of reconciliation (at the practical, but also epistemic and normative
level) between the logic of closure and the logic of opening. A similar controversy on free movement
between Member States has more recently arisen around the so-called “benefit tourism,” i.e. the (supposed)
opportunistic migration of job seekers and inactive persons from low-welfare to high-welfare Member States
(Ferrera, 2016b). Again, without an adequate regulatory framework and normative framing, such type of
tensions is likely to escalate into a fully-fledged political conflict with disintegrative implications. The
current massive wave of migrants from outside the EU does not have much to do with the space of EU
citizenship, but it is clear that the refugee crisis has made immigration, in general, an increasingly hot
political theme, with negative consequences also for the more specific issues linked to intra-EU mobility.
The existing Treaties are very clear: freedom of movement of workers is a core principle of the European
construction. But at the "constitutional" level the rules are very general. In fact, the free movement of
workers/persons and especially the access to social benefits are regulated by secondary legislation and Court
jurisprudence (Giubboni, 2016). It is at this level that solutions must be sought. The balance now existing
between opening and closure can be recalibrated to take account of the sensitivity of certain countries’ public
opinion and of the demands of their governments, especially the British.
Transnational Social Spaces. Over the last twenty years, the sub-national level has significantly increased its
role and importance in many areas of social protection: from health to social services, from active labor
market to inclusion policies. This trend toward a social neo-regionalism is partly connected to European
integration, which has gradually relaxed the regulative "security belts" around nation states and provided
incentives and resources for processes of region building, largely focused on the territorial differentiation of
welfare policies. Ever since Delors, a deliberate European strategy has been emerging (mainly supported by
the Commission) to strengthen the "third level" of government, to increase the involvement of the latter in
social policy, and to encourage cross-border experimentation (Wassenberg and Reitel, 2015). These novel
aggregations can promote interesting forms of coordination and even fusion of social infrastructures, feed
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new forms of cross-border solidarity - intermediate between infra-national and pan-European solidarity. A
similar virtuous circle can result from a second ongoing trend of “social trans-nationalization”, i.e. the
creation of cross-border pension schemes providing supplementary benefits to employees working in
different Member States (Guardiancich and Natali, 2012). Made possible by a 2003 Directive (entered into
force in 2005), the establishment of such institutions works towards a de-territorialization of solidarity by
encouraging risk sharing along functional and corporate lines. The role of all these developments for the
consolidation of ESU should not be underestimated also in political terms. By connecting directly the
supranational level/elites and the sub-level/elites, on the one hand, and by stimulating civil society activism
and involvement, such processes open up new channels and new ways of transnational bonding and can elicit
“demoicratic” legitimacy for the of the EU as a whole (Nicolaidis, 2015).
EU Social Policy. Here the debate is already very extensive and the agenda is crowded . An incomplete
inventory should include at least the following issues / objectives (Vandenbroucke, 2014): the introduction of
common standards for labor market, wage setting and social inclusion, in order to combat social dumping
and facilitate mobility; a better use and an increase of the EU's resources for (co-)financing reforms and
especially social investment; significantly widening the scope of action of the European Fund for Strategic
Investment from physical to social infrastructures and policies; strengthening cooperation and establishing
standards in the field of education, including early childhood education and care; strengthening the European
social dialogue; improving social governance arrangements within the European Semester; specifically
including modernizing social reforms in the list of conditions for obtaining "flexibility" in national budgets.
Within ESU, the big strategic priority of EU social policy (i.e. the component anchored directly to the
supranational level) should be, however, the creation of a formalized instrument -equipped with adequate
fiscal resources- to support solidarity between Eurozone countries in the event of asymmetric shocks. In
other words, it is necessary to think of new forms of interstate insurance for cushioning the social
consequences caused by dramatic and sudden economic downturns that strike with particular virulence a
single country or a limited group of countries (as in the Euro-crisis). It is not easy to design a similar
instrument. The goals of contrasting moral hazard and reducing risks should be carefully balanced with the
need to uphold the livelihood of the least advantaged, wherever they reside. Although the technical and
political obstacles are huge, this is possibly the most urgent nut to crack for triggering off an orderly and
reasonable Europeanization of solidarity.
European Social Constitution. This component is perhaps the least less visible to the general public but it
certainly is the most important one. The Lisbon Treaty has already dug the foundation of the ESU in terms of
objectives and, in part, of instruments (Bruun, Lörcher and Schönmann, 2012). Among the most important
innovations we can mention the redefinition of the programmatic values and objectives of the Union, the
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explicit acknowledgement of the links between the internal market and the achievement of full employment
and social progress, the formal recognition of the Charter of Fundamental Rights, and –last but not least- the
introduction of a transversal “social clause”. The crisis has severely weakened the transformative potential of
such constitutional changes. Not only have the new rules introduced by the Six Pack, the Two Pack and the
Fiscal Compact strengthened the paradigm of austerity and of a “disciplinarian” mode of governance but,
according to some commentators, such changes are not legally in line with the general provisions of the
Treaty concerning, precisely, the social sphere (Kocharov, 2012). The agenda of the European Social
Constitution must therefore re-start from Lisbon, enabling the full potential of its principles and provisions.
The most promising springboard seems to be the social clause (Article 9 TFEU), according to which "in
defining and implementing its policies and activities, the Union shall take into account requirements linked
to the promotion of a high level of employment, guarantee of adequate social protection, the fight against
social exclusion and a high level of education, training and protection of human health. " If properly
operationalized, the activation of this clause might have huge effects in terms of the balance between the
economic and social dimension. It could in fact serve as a barrier to undue encroachments of the market logic
in domestic solidarity spaces. And it could act as a tool to monitor and facilitate the effective implementation
of the ambitious social objectives set out in Art. 3 TEU. Mutatis mutandis, its effect could be similar to those
originated by the clause on gender mainstreaming (integration of gender equality in all EU policies)
introduced in the Treaty of Amsterdam (1997) (Vieille, 2012). What is lacking in the Lisbon Treaty is of
course the explicit mention and establishment of a European Social Union as a counterpart of the Economic
and Monetary Union (art. 3 TEU, paragraph 4: "The Union shall establish an economic and monetary union
whose currency is the euro "). Such step may be unnecessary and it would be certainly premature. But
nothing prevents from starting a strategic reflection on the topic. The EMU was born after a long gestation
period, and its formal conception occurred in 1988, when the European Council entrusted to Jacque Delors
with the task of developing a concrete project. A similar initiative on the social front could serve today not
only a function of analytical and technical clarification, but also a precious political legitimation function.

The justification of a Social Union: some normative proposals
Designing and then implementing the ESU presupposes a set of coherent ideas able to justify its functional
rationale. It also requires, however, adequate normative justifications: why exactly ought we to do it? The
Lisbon Treaty has already significantly expanded the axiological perimeter of the EU, but more elaboration
is needed in order to enable the high symbolic and political potential of the ESU project. Any exercise of
ESU justification must be placed in the context of the current predicament. The financial crisis and the
ensuing Great Recession have brought to the fore burning questions of “fairness” and solidarity among the
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Member States, the “peoples” of Europe and their individual citizens. Fairness questions have given rise to
harsh debates and conflicts in all historical federations (think of the US or Switzerland). We should not be
surprised that such issues are becoming more salient today and, to some extent, we must look at this as a sign
of maturation and collective reflexivity. There is however a tangible danger of excessive and destructive
polarization. It is thus advisable to cast justificatory arguments in a “realist” rather than an “idealist”
perspective, combining normative and sociological reasoning. If they aim at exerting practical effects,
justificatory arguments need to be closely anchored to existing and factual states of affairs and remain highly
sensitive to feasibility constraints. Their principles should be quickly accessible to political actors and easily
applicable to the dilemmas raised by the two main lines of conflict which I have just mentioned.
Solidarity practices presuppose (sociologically) a floor of trust and mutual recognition among “parts.” In the
EU context, both have to contend with the dual nature of the parts that are relevant for determining the
criteria of fairness: individual citizens and Member States. As famously argued by Habermas (2009 and
2015), the continuation and deepening of a European constitutional process based on (post Lisbon)
democratic procedures can be expected to bring about new orientations of “civic” solidarity, eventually able
to justify and legitimize new forms of cross-national solidarity. Habermas’s notion of civic solidarity has
been the object of an articulated and at times critical debate (e.g. Sangiovanni, 2012). For my purposes, this
notion is limited by the fact that it tends to collapse the issue of inter-territorial redistribution with that of
interpersonal redistribution. The notion also fails to address the tension between opening and closure. Such
issues should be kept analytically (and politically) separate.
A promising way of framing the issue of inter-territorial transfers (a pan European solidarity between
peoples) is to adopt a Weberian perspective - which is the prime root of the tradition of political realism- and
raise the following foundational question: what kind of community is the EU? If we adopt Weber’s typology
(Weber, 1978), it is clear that the EU is not (yet) a fully-fledged political community : it lacks the legitimate
monopoly of force; its legitimacy is not based of on affectual/identitarian orientations. It is however equally
clear that the EU is (or has become) much more than just an economic/market association. In Weber’s
typology there are two other possible classificatory options. One is “political association”: a voluntary
territorial Verband whose members pursue some shared goals essentially based on instrumental rationality.
The other classificatory option is that of a “neighborhood community”, i.e. a territorial group (typically a
group of sub-groups) that emerges in the wake of durable spatial proximity. Neighbors are not kin, linked by
spontaneous “ethicity” and altruism. As a matter of fact, proximity (especially if unchosen) generates a
wish/interest in maintaining mutual “distance”, in order to avoid undue interferences. Yet neighbors do tend
to develop communal orientations, especially in case of need and emergencies. According to Weber,
neighborhood communities are characterized by an ethos of “sober brotherhood”: a brotherhood devoid of
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pathos, but largely deriving from the fact of physical proximity (like the fact of kin affinity, in the case of
brothers) (Burelli, 2015). Such ethos is able to foster and sustain a minimum of economic solidarity, inspired
by “primitive” ethical principles. Weber cites three examples derived from the Judeo-Christian tradition: “Do
not do to others what you would not want others to do unto you,” “Siblings do not bargain on price” and “In
case of necessity you will make loans without interest” (the original connotation of mutuum in Roman law).
In “modern conditions”, adds Weber, communal orientations among neighbors are also based on a specific
“sense of dignity” which allows for a flexible balance between self-interested distance, mutual support and a
modicum of altruistic empathy.
Sober brotherhood principles encourage exchanges which are not based on the “shopkeeper mentality” of the
homo economicus: they do in fact incorporate a reciprocity component, i.e. the disposition to give something
now conditional upon receiving or having received something (with a relatively loose equivalence scale) in a
different temporal moment. In retrospect, we can say that the EU was born as a mere market association,
rapidly became a political association and then evolved into a neighborhood community- especially with the
expansion of the Structural Funds aimed at supporting less prosperous regions. The Euro-crisis has however
halted this development. With the new “financial assistance” rules and programs , the ethic (and politics) of
brotherhood has made some backward steps, receding from soberness to stinginess. The ethos of mutual
help has given way a reaffirmation of “distance” – often framed in moral terms (Dyson, 2014).
What has gone wrong? Why has the euro-crisis so rapidly dissipated significant amounts of that crossnational Vergemeinschaftung capital so painstakingly accumulated over the decades? In addition to the
obvious answers related to institutional factors (“governing by the rules and ruling by the numbers”, to quote
Vivien Schmidt, 2015 ), I submit that a key role has been played by the very logic of reciprocity and, more
specifically, by its “disciplinarian” re-codification through the Fiscal Compact (Nicolaidis and Watson,
2015). As famously argued by Alvin Gouldner (1973), reciprocity is a necessary, but insufficient condition
for upholding a legitimate social order and in particular its communal element. The main limitation of
reciprocity is the uncertainty of the net balance of “indebtedness” -how much is owed by whom to whom- in
longstanding relationships (such as those, precisely, of each member state with each of the others). There are
epistemic limits to information about complex sequences of gives and takes: it is difficult to “call it quits”,
squaring and balancing accounts. And in multi-member collectivities such as the EU, reciprocity may easily
lead to dyadic polarizations between the stronger creditor and the weaker debtor – a binary confrontation that
neglects the larger ramifying consequences of actions. The consequence is the explosion of occasional bursts
of mutual (or multilateral) resentment, hostility, retaliation, which may escalate into vicious spirals. The EU
is experiencing today a similar syndrome. Appealing to strong reciprocity principles is not enough for
sustaining and promoting more solidarity; the appeal can be even be counterproductive.
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Can we get out of this vicious circle? Reciprocity is a key principle of justice, but political communities
(including neighborhood communities) are capable of generating -through stable and continuous
interactions- a capital of mutual leniency and indulgency (possibly underpinned –in “modern conditions”- by
the Weberian “sense of dignity”). Some credit mechanisms –as it were- are developed, where outstanding
obligations are stored and then mobilized in cases of emergencies or special need. Such mechanisms put in
place a fertile ground for the activation of a second principle, different from reciprocity, which in normative
jargon is called the principle of beneficence (also known as “compassion”: giving something for nothing).
Partly building on Weber, Gouldner considers this principle an almost invariant component of universal
religions, but he also identifies far-reaching secular roots in European history: from Roman clementia, to
feudal noblesse oblige.
Beneficence plays a fundamental role in complementing the principle of reciprocity and in neutralizing its
inherent risk of generating vicious confrontational spirals. If appropriately cultivated, beneficent dispositions
may not only serve as ignition keys for expanding reciprocity in new ambits and for pushing it beyond
enlightened interest, towards brotherhood. They can also operate as a legitimating mechanism for the
powerful, weakening the tendency of the lowly to view the highly as “exploiters”. To effectively and
systematically serve these purposes within a political community, beneficence cannot rest exclusively on
spontaneous credit mechanisms, but must be institutionalized and formalized in a sort of moral code
(gradually internalized because “it is right”) that prescribes to “give something for nothing” in certain
situations. Only if this is the case is it possible to break away from the logic of reciprocity in ambiguous,
borderline occurrences which require urgent action.
Discussing the EU in terms of a “neighborhood community”, inspired and regulated by the principle of
reciprocity complemented by beneficence, has the advantage of launching a symbolic message which is
easily understandable to the enlarged public and which evokes life experiences and moral intuitions widely
shared and deeply rooted in European culture. Neighbors are not forced to help each other in all cases. Sober
brotherhood is something much less demanding than the set of binding political obligations which operate at
the national level –between both citizens and regions. The prime driver of sober brotherhood remains a
material interest, a strong reciprocity expectation. But it incorporates a modicum of “communal” empathy
and loyalty capable of sustaining beneficent rules and practices over time (in normative jargon, the
application of an unconditional sufficientarian standard of distributive justice).
My second justificatory argument has less to do with economic solidarity via inter-territorial transfers than to
finding a fair balance between opening and closure: the issue of free movement and access to benefits. The
original rationale of free movement was essentially functional (market-making and thus greater economic
growth). With the passing of time, a new justificatory discourse started to develop, especially on the side of
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the ECJ and the Commission, centered on nondiscrimination, equality of opportunity, transnational
solidarity (De Witte, 2015). While pertinent and highly relevant for ideal justifications –based on ultimate
and “non-negotiable” standpoints regarding the “good society”- these three normative principles wield very
limited political purchase in the current predicament of increased contention around free movement and
access to benefits. In a number of Member States, voters express a clear preference for discrimination,
despite the deliberate efforts of political education on the side of their governments. As a matter of fact,
insisting on nondiscrimination can lead to a further destabilization of the European polity. If the goal is that
of containing conflict and preserve opening, we need to look for justifications which are perhaps less
ambitious, but more realistic and sensitive to consequences.
The “good neighbors” argument has weak traction in this case: the stake is not only whether to help from a
distance, but whether to accept neighbors in one’s place. Using a famous Swedish metaphor, the issue is who
may enter into the Folkhemmet: the welfare state as the people’s home – a national people. Where can we
look for a normative compass on this extremely delicate front?
Europe has a long history of admitting foreigners through “guest-worker” regimes. As this expression
implicitly suggests, the normative principle which is typically activated in case of migration flows is that of
“hospitality”. In modern political philosophy, this principle has a noble pedigree, rooted in Kantian thought.
In his famous essay on perpetual peace, Kant argued that – owing to the finite size of the earth’s surface –
certain moral obligations arise that forbid territorial closure. The third “definitive article of perpetual peace”
defines hospitality as “the right of a stranger not to be treated as an enemy when he arrives in the land of
another . . . so long as he peacefully occupies his place, one may not treat him with hostility.” There are,
however, two kinds of hospitality rights. The first is “a right of temporary sojourn, which all men have.” For
Kant this is a ius cosmopoliticum (a cosmopolitan right), which men have “by virtue of their common
possession of the surface of the earth, where, as a globe, they cannot infinitely disperse and hence must
finally tolerate the presence of each other.” (Kant, 2010, p. 11)The second kind of hospitality is more
specific and demanding: “the right to be a permanent visitor”. A special agreement is needed in order to give
an outsider the right to become a fellow inhabitant. What Kant had in mind was the ius hospitii defined by
Roman law since the early Republic: the faculty enjoyed by the citizens of Rome and of certain foreign cities
or states to freely move into each other’s territory and of having the same privileges except for the
suffragium (the right to vote).
What kind of hospitality is appropriate within the EU? If we accept the image of a neighborhood community
of states, characterized by spatial proximity, a common external boundary strong interest interdependence
and relatively high flows of transnational movements, the hospitality which Europeans ought to offer/receive
to or from each other, regardless of nationality, is surely thicker than a mere right of temporary sojourn. The
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citizens of other EU nations are not, by definition, full members of the Folkhemmet. But they ought to be
treated as hospites in the thick sense, entitled to equal treatment as regards civil and at least some social
rights. Sociologically speaking, the practice of hospitality serves a number of important functions: it fosters
mutual recognition and respect, fights prejudices and stereotypes, ignites a process of conversion whereby
strangers are turned into fellows, friends and even members of kin, it promotes the internalization and
diffusion of liberal and cosmopolitan values. As in the case of sober brotherhood, the prime drivers of
hospitality dispositions are reciprocity expectations. In this case, however, the specific form and content of
expectations are more difficult to pin down. The host may expect to become a guest of her guest at a later
time (correspondence reciprocity). But more often the expectation is addressed to “returns” in other ambits
(e.g. work, material help, financial contributions), especially if the guest is a stranger. The important point is,
however, that the reciprocity basis of hospitality exposes the latter to the potential vicious circles discussed
above. The principle of beneficence has a very limited application in the context of individual mobility. i.e.
that of intra-EU migration. Apart from extraordinary cases (refugees, asylum seekers), migrants are not
necessarily in conditions of extreme need or emergency. They are strangers who knock at the doors of “our”
Folkhemmet without invitation. Some inhabitants of the latter may be afraid to open the doors, they do not
know what to expect. The stranger seeking hospitality may be moved by predatory aims. If forced to open
the doors, the host may be tempted to respond in the same coin, e.g. by overtly or covertly “exploiting” the
guest. If beneficent dispositions cannot be mobilized or are not sufficient, what other principles and practices
might contrast the potential perverse effects inherent in the logic of hospitality?
I submit that a promising candidate is a norm that could be called “non dominating conditionality”.
Conditionality was already envisaged by Kant for hospitality relations. It allow the host to set clauses for
accepting guests: e.g. in terms of explicit quid pro quos, in terms of the functional scope of hospitality, in
terms of time and timing. Non-domination (understood here in a loose connotation) is the obligation for the
host to behave fairly, to abstain from using her positional power for arbitrary and exploitative interferences
in the choices of the guest, whose very status tends to generate vulnerability.

The Social Union as a political good
The justificatory arguments just outlined are not aimed at defending a systematic normative view about an
ideal world. They rather aim at deriving normativity from extant political facts and their guiding logics. The
normativity is not moral, but political. A well calibrated mix of reciprocity and benevolence, conditional but
non dominating hospitality rules, enshrined in the real-world institutions of the EU, is desirable –first and
foremost- as a political good. Political goods are states of affairs (deliberately crafted by political actors)
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which are not desirable per se, but because they serve as necessary conditions for achieving other “final”
goods. Physical security, social and economic prosperity, a stable and effective institutional framework for
taking decisions and arbitrating disputes: these are typically instrumental goods which facilitate social
cooperation within a given political collectivity; they contain conflicts and sustained generalized compliance,
thus expanding the chances of individuals and allowing them to pursue their own life projects (Stoppino,
2000). The production of political goods must inevitably pass through institution building – a process resting
on technical/administrative rationality, but ultimately responding to political “reason” (Priban, 201x) . Thus
let us briefly discuss the institutional implications of my reasoning for the ESU project specifically.
Referring back to the analysis outlined in the second and third sections above, it can be argued that the two
most crucial components are the EU Social Policy, on one hand, and the Social Citizenship Space on the
other. Within the former, the challenge is to re-organize binding reciprocity and shaping some form of
organized binding benevolence. Within the latter, the challenge is to recalibrate free movement in terms of
organized hospitality.
The most effective tool for re-organizing reciprocity on a European scale is some form of risk-pooling. The
Five President’s Report has already outlined a mutualization agenda in the banking sector (e.g. through a
common deposit guarantee by means of a reinsurance system) (Juncker et al, 2015). But this is not enough ,
especially from a symbolic point of view. A more visible and effective innovation would be the
establishment of a EU shock absorber scheme to co-finance unemployment benefits. One of the clearest
summary of this proposal was outlined by the so-called Glieniker Group (a number of prominent German
academics and public intellectuals): “a euro-area insurance mechanism to cushion the fiscal consequences of
a dramatic economic downturn. The euro-area could therefore establish a common unemployment insurance
system, to complement national systems: all countries that organize their labor market in line with the needs
of the monetary union could be eligible for participation. They would create a mechanism to counteract deep
recessions with automatic shock stabilizers. Thus the macro-economic cohesion of the euro-area could be
strengthened and the integration of the European labor market accelerated” (Glieniker Gruppe, 2013). The
discussion on such a scheme is already fairly advanced, also from a technical point of view. Retrospective
calculations of the spending flows of this scheme –had it been in place since the adoption of the common
currency- show that virtually all countries of the Eurozone would have received something –Germany
included (Claeys et al, 2014).
As to benevolence-based solidarity, the most obvious instrument would be a EU scheme of last resort
assistance. As mentioned above, the standard in this case should be “sufficientarian”: making sure that all
EU citizens have “enough”, at least enough to survive. Ever since the 1992 Recommendation on sufficient
resources, the Commission has been sensitive to this issue and efforts are now being made to identify
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“reference budgets”, i.e. indicators of absolute poverty (Storms et al, 2014). In terms of policy action, there is
a legacy which stretches back to the late 1980s, when the European food aid program for the most deprived
persons (MDP) was launched by Delors in order to redistribute agricultural surpluses. In the wake of the
crisis, a new scheme has been officially created in 2014, called Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived
(FEAD), with a focus on severe material deprivation (Madama, 2016). Compared to pre-existing schemes,
the FEAD is more ambitious as it envisages: a) the move from the sphere of agricultural policy to social
policy; b) the widening of the scope of the intervention (from food aid to the fight of material poverty and
social exclusion); c) an increase of resources (taking into account national co-financing); d) the shift from
voluntary to compulsory participation for EU member states; e) a novel multi-level and multi-actor
governance architecture. A strengthening of FEAD and/or similar instruments offers the most promising
grounds for enhancing benevolence-based solidarity anchored directly to the EU . The mission of this type of
solidarity should be to establish a safety net below reciprocity. To quote again the Glieniker Group (2013),
“The responsibility of Member States entails the responsibility of their taxpayers. It is therefore inevitable
that [national] taxpayers will have to shoulder a large share of the burdens of the crisis and suffer painful
reforms. But the limit of responsibility ends where livelihoods are threatened. If in Greece, Portugal or Spain
a whole generation is deprived of their chance to live a productive life, it is not just a Greek, Portuguese of
Spanish problem, but one that affects us all citizens of the EU”.
Let us now turn to the EU Social Citizenship Space. This is a foundational brick of the Social Union project
and has paved the way for a gradual trans-nationalization of solidarity beyond national borders. But such
trans-nationalization has been produced, politically speaking, in a "parasitic" way: not through allocations,
i.e. the creation of new social entitlements supported by dedicated resources, but only through coordinative
adjustments that have forced the opening of the National Social Spaces (for a similar view, see De Witte,
2015). The result has not been an pan-European system of social entitlements, offering free standing
guarantees of protection, but an area of free movement supported by the social protections offered by
national welfare systems. EU law has produced new guaranteed powers to mobile persons; these powers
have affected domestic constellations of rights and duties. From a political point of view, the social security
coordination regime has given rise to a programmatically contentious juxtaposition between the (non native)
holders of the new sharing rights and the (native) bearers of the corresponding duties.
Empirical data show that the net economic balance of intra-EU migration for the receiving countries is
positive (Ferrera, 2016b). But the fact of political conflicts about free movement cannot be ignored. A new
balance between opening and closure is needed, based on non-dominating conditionality criteria. More
concretely, what might be done is a more stringent definition of the rights of those who do not work: e.g. the
relatives who remain in the countries of origin (for example with regard to family allowances), residents who
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are not economically active, and to some extent also those who move in search of work. Partly, this can be
done by applying more severely the restrictive clauses that already exist. But one can also imagine to
introduce legislative changes through the ordinary procedure. It is clear that the freedom of movement of
workers and their entitlement to social security benefits should remain a "red line" not to be crossed. On
other types of intra-EU migrants, however, it is reasonable to recognize that the pan-European solidarity now
politically viable is more limited than that provided for by the regulatory status quo, and its general
normative underpinnings based on nondiscrimination principles alone. Provided that it respects the "red line"
(the minimum level of solidarity which is necessary to speak of a EU common space), it would not be a
drama to give back to the member states a modicum of autonomy in filtering the access to social benefits on
the side of non-national inactive or non-resident persons. A redirection in this sense is already detectable in
recent ECJ rulings and doctrine (De Witte, 2015). The refugee emergency has already served as a catalyst for
a thorough rethinking of conditionality clauses on who can enter and move freely across the Union. The nondomination part of this rethinking should include ways and means for assisting migrants in the exercise of
their rights (however redefined) in order to avoid exploitative practices on the part of governments, citizens,
bureaucratic agencies and employers.

A cautiously optimistic conclusion?
If smartly designed and communicated, the European Social Union promises to bring about not only
normatively desirable functional advantages, but also precious political goods for stabilizing the EU as a
collective association/community. A smart design requires the deployment of the whole array of binding and
non-binding policy instruments available to the Union: regulations, allocations, soft coordination. The
journey on this road requires considerable investment on the part of EU leaders, or at least some among
them. In national contexts, throughout the XX century the production of organized welfare largely resulted
from pressure from below. The appeal to solidarity served both to cement horizontal alliances among the
disadvantaged and vertical exchanges between rulers and ruled. Solidarity and political justice became
irreversibly intertwined through the democratic process. But a second logic played a role as well, especially
in the historical federations, where claims of “social” justice” intersected with claims of “territorial justice”.
In some critical historical contingencies (the New Deal in America, World War II in Switzerland), big leap
forwards in terms of both social and territorial solidarity followed a top-down logic, based on Staatsräson,
i.e. the wish of political authorities to preserve stability and consolidate the polity in the face of pressing
functional challenges or dire emergencies. Can we imagine a similar development today in the EU? Since the
beginning, the Juncker Commission has adopted a socially-friendlier communicative style, displaying a
novel sensitivity for the political dimension of the EU, understood in the deep sense of preserving stability,
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order, mutual trust and compliance, common interests, solidarity (Pansardi and Battegazzorre, 2016). A
symbolically ambitious initiative has been launched in March 2016 with a view to establishing a “European
pillar of Social Right”, which might provide an initial blueprint for the ESU (EC, 2016). The passage is
narrow and winding. But crossing over it is not impossible.
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