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A strained polity
The European Union – and the Euro-zone in particular- is currently torn by a number of widening fault
lines. What is at stake is not only economic and institutional performance, but the very stability /
continuity of the Union as a political system.
The first and most visible fault line concerns the functioning of EMU and opposes North and South, "core"
and “peripheral”, "creditor" and "debtor" Member States. The second line runs from West to East and
mainly concerns the free movement of persons, capital and services in the internal market. It pits countries
with consolidated welfare and high taxes/contributions against countries with relatively limited welfare,
low labor costs and low regulation. The third line is rooted in the institutional asymmetry of the EU system
of government, programmatically tilted in favor of market-making and against market correcting policies.
The fourth line is, finally, of a vertical nature: “Brussels” (supranational institutions) against national
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governments and their sovereignty in policy areas deemed crucial for democratic legitimation and social
cohesion 2.
These fault lines intersect with each other, creating complex policy dilemmas, bitter political turmoil and a
growing erosion of legitimacy, as clearly demonstrated by the campaigns and the results of the 2014
European elections.
Intellectual and academic debates agree to a large extent on the severity of the situation and its
multidimensional roots, but diagnoses and recipes tend to diverge. At one extreme we find a position of
discouraged pessimism: tensions and conflicts cannot be resolved at EU level, the only solution is to "blow
up" the status quo (euro included), repatriate the most delicate decision-making powers and reject undue
external intrusions and constrains. At the other extreme, we find the traditional federalist position: the EU
itself should quickly turn into a federal super-state, with an adequate central budget and enhanced taxation
and spending powers. In the middle we find a variety of more pragmatic, "realist" positions, critical of the
current state of affairs, but also confident that Europe will in some way and once again ride through the
difficulties of the crisis and regain an acceptable balance between different principles and forces.
Much of the realist debate focuses on institutions and policies, in an effort to identify substantive and
procedural solutions to the existing challenges. While considering myself a realist, in this contribution I
would like to move the discussion from the policy level to a more general and, so to speak, foundational
level. I am in fact convinced that prior to (and in view of ) identifying practical solutions, it is necessary to
address a broader question: the current nature of the EU as a political and symbolic construction and its
normative implications. In other words: “what is” the EU today and how “ought it” to operate?
Daunting questions, no doubt. Nonetheless – with apologies for my intellectual hubris- I will venture into
sketching some answers. My argument can be summarized as follows. After the establishment of EMU, the
European Union has made an unprecedented quantum leap as a political entity. It has acquired novel
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properties which operate at the systemic level and make it increasingly difficult to separate out what is
determined by (and at) the national level and by/at the EMU level. As a consequence of such change, EU
governance and policies as well as the very idea of an integrated Europe should be re-aligned to this new
state of affairs. Moreover, a new normative discourse must be developed, capable of justifying and
legitimizing the Union’s new “nature” and its distributive implications.

Not just “more interdependence”, but a true “phase change”
In a recent essay, Herman Van Rompuy has effectively recounted how, since 2010, European leaders have
been engaged in a collective learning process, often improvising solutions to unexpected new problems 3.
The challenge was to understand “what belonging to a currency area entails” and to devise ways of
managing the deeper economic linkages within the Euro-zone and their chains of effects –including the
nightmare of mutual “contagion”. Was this learning process up to the task? With the comfortable hindsight
of an ex-post observer, I have the sense that it was not. As noted by Van Rompuy, the lesson learned was
about more interdependence: not enough. With the completion of EMU, the European Union has in fact
undergone a fully-fledged phase change. Using a technical term, we can say that it has become a "complex
adaptive system", characterized by "emergent" properties, i.e. unintentional and unpredictable dynamics
which exhibit autonomous causal powers. What happens on a daily basis within the EMU is the result of an
inextricable tangle of micro-decisions of individual and collective actors made possible and shaped by the
institutionalization of norms, principles and supranational rules over which national governments have lost
discretionary influence. This tangle has become irreducible to the politico-economic units which gave rise
to it. In other words, EMU is to a large no longer “decomposable”, the status quo ante cannot be recreated
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A historical parallel may clarify the point. In a decomposable system, parts are interdependent, but they
can still primarily behave according to their internal principles. The Bretton Woods monetary regime was
famously defined as a set of “black boxes” (national economies functioning according to their internal
logics) connected to each other by the exchange rate. In this context, extrinsic inputs could be
independently processed by the back box, resorting to a wide policy menu. The EMU regime is entirely
different. Blackness has turned into transparency and the boxes are full of holes. To a very large extent,
domestic political economies are no longer “intrinsically determined”, not only because of their high
mutual interpenetration and the presence of binding supranational regulation, but also because EMU
authorities have won the right of an extrinsic determination of major domestic policy areas.
Two significant implications follow from this. First, in all likelihood, the phase change is irreversible, or at
least cannot be reverted in an orderly and predictable way. Even if attempted, the taking apart of EMU
would not automatically bring back to life the pre-existing parts, i.e. the Members States as they used to be
prior to the common currency – something which is totally unappreciated or ignored by the various brands
of euro-skeptics.
Second, the “methodological nationalism” that still informs European debates and policies is no longer in
line with reality. Methodological nationalism – i.e. treating the Member States as intrinsically selfdetermined units – can no longer serve as an effective compass (let alone as the only compass) for making
policy choices and, even prior to that, for arriving at correct causal imputations. This does not amount to
saying, of course, that nation-states have become irrelevant, either as separate arenas of interaction or as
policy actors. In a number of areas (e.g. public order and justice, the administration of state bureaucracies,
the regulation of a host of essentially domestic/local economic activities, the specific design of social
protection schemes, etc.) intrinsic determination is still possible and can make a difference in terms of
functional performance.
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But it must be acknowledged that: 1) the reconfiguration/removal of intra-EU boundaries has produced a
trans- nationalization of interactions and decisions at every level and has created many functional spaces
that cut across state borders ( the Euro-zone, the various internal markets, but also Schengen or the social
security coordination regime); 2) this reconfiguration has given rise to new “parts” (functional spaces,
precisely) and processes driven by their own intrinsic logics; 3) the presence of emergent properties
requires a change of perspective for both descriptive and prescriptive purposes.
In the face of the increasing irreducibility of the EU as a system, a mode of government still largely based
on intergovernmentalism (a mode which was strengthened during the crisis) stands out as patently
inadequate. It still assumes in fact that adjusting to emergent dynamics can be almost entirely reduced to
“doing the homeworks” on the side of domestic authorities still capable of full intrinsic determination. And,
as consequence, this approach sets a homework agenda (structural reforms under tight fiscal constraints)
which – even regardless of its specific contents – is programmatically unequipped to capture the steering
requirements stemming from the EU’s new nature.
To raise awareness of how things are in an irreversibly integrated Europe, both the “reducibility”
perspective and methodological nationalism must be squarely challenged, especially as regards the social
sphere. Ideally, analytic efforts should aim at isolating the socio-economic flows and processes linked to
emergent properties from those linked to localized properties, i.e. those situated at the level of Member
States. For example, how can we establish the “individual” responsibility of Member States in respect of
divergent policy performances and social outcomes (e.g. in the field of employment or child poverty)? At
which point does the individual responsibility for social imbalances across the Member States ends and a
collective effort is required for the sake of EMU itself (e.g. through supranational transfers)? Without at
least a partial and provisional clarification, a complex and multi-faceted strategy such as Europe 2020 is
programmatically doomed to failure – a failure which tends, paradoxically, to re-confirm and even amplify
its fallacious underlying assumptions, i.e. that it all boils down to “domestic homeworks”.
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“Being a currency union” is not only an emergent property, but it also carries with it very demanding
steering requirements, especially in case of sudden external shocks that hit the component parts with
different intensity. If this diagnosis is correct, then what has been learned so far by European leaders
(“more interdependence) is, indeed, not enough.
When faced with key but controversial issues, medieval universities organized Disputationes in which truth
was established by an articulated exchange of arguments and counter-arguments, evidence and counterevidence. Perhaps it would be useful to revive such a noble tradition, not only in universities but also in
wider public and political arenas. Compared to medieval times, we are today more skeptical about what
constitutes “truth”. But there are wide margins for enhancing the methodological rigor, empirical basis and
argumentative quality of intellectual and policy debates about the EU and EMU in particular: thus, indeed,
disputandum est.

Space or place? The EU as an “intentional community of neighbors”
The financial crisis and the ensuing Great Recession have brought to the fore burning questions of
“fairness” and solidarity among the Member States and the “peoples” of Europe. 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 disgretative polarization. We urgently need new principles based on a combination of
normative and sociological reasoning. Such principles must be quickly accessible to political actors and
easily applicable to the dilemmas raised by the four lines of tension from where I started.
The top priority is the issue of equity and cross-national solidarity. A good starting point to frame this issue
can be found in Max Weber, the founding father of European sociology. In his well-known discussion of the
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types of communities and processes of Vergemeinschaftung (“community-building”), Weber spoke of
“neighborhood communities”, constituted on the basis of durable spatial proximity and interest
interdependence. These communities typically tend to generate forms of “sober brotherhood” between
neighbors: a brotherhood devoid of pathos, but nevertheless able to foster and sustain a mutual 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). These principles encourage exchanges which are not based on the “shopkeeper
mentality” of the homo economicus: they do in fact incorporate a certain degree of conditional, but rather
strong reciprocity among neighbors.
It is almost superfluous to point out that, in the sovereign debt crisis, intergovernmental agreements and
decisions have flagrantly and dishonorably violated all three of these principles, dissipating significant
amounts of that cross-national Vergemeinschaftung capital so painstakingly accumulated over the decades.
Discussing the EU in terms of a “neighborhood community” intentionally engaged in achieving closer
integration has also 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; sober brotherhood is something much less
demanding than a binding political obligation. But mutual help is nevertheless convenient in the long-term.
A a neighbor who offers a hand is not a “good Samaritan”, but is driven by a mix of material interests,
reciprocity expectations and a modicum of “communal” empathy and loyalty 5.
The second normative priority concerns fairness and (at least partly) solidarity among EU citizens. This
challenge has been put to the toughest test after the Eastern enlargement and lies at the basis of the above
mentioned East-West tension, linked to the EU’s free movement provisions – which constitute the very
core of the notion of EU citizenship. In the mid-2000s, the image of the “Polish plumber” and the ire of
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French voters against the freedom of cross-border service provision came to emblematically represent this
new challenge. A similar controversy has more recently arisen ( especially in the UK) around the so-called
“benefit tourism”, i.e. the (supposed) opportunistic migration of inactive persons from low-welfare to highwelfare Member States. What normative framing could be proposed to tame the inflammatory potential of
such conflicts?
The good neighbors argument is insufficient in this case, as the discussion ultimately involves individual
rather than collective entities. 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. A promising normative
springboard is, I submit, the Kantian “hospitality” principle. 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, a right to associate, 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”. The second kind of hospitality is more specific and demanding: “the right to be a
permanent visitor… A special beneficent agreement would be needed in order to give an outsider a right to
become a fellow inhabitant for a certain length of time”. 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 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 principles are appropriate within the EU? If we accept the normative image of a
neighborhood community characterized by spatial proximity, a common external boundary and strong
interest interdependence, the hospitality which Europeans should be expected to offer/receive to or from
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each other, regardless of nationality, is surely thicker than a mere right of temporary sojourn. The 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.
It must also be remembered that the free movement of persons cannot be treated in isolation from the
other “freedoms” and opportunities created by European integration. A Member State (or a social group)
may lose something on one dimension (e.g. immigration from other EU “places”) but gain in another (e.g.
cross-border investment and trade). If correctly appreciated in its web of factual implications, “being a
Union” is an emergent property that can produce win-win outcomes for all its constituent parts, even if on
different grounds.

Pardon and promise
The third normative priority is to search for a principle that can guide us from where we are to where we
ought to go. The Great Recession and the ensuing intergovernmental drift of EU decision-making have
created feelings of deep mutual distrust among national public opinions that will be difficult to overcome.
What is needed is a “transition maxim” capable of putting out the fire of resentment, of appeasing mutual
tensions, of creating a minimal emotional basis to re-build confidence in a common future. In a thoughtful
speech delivered on the occasion of the Nijmegen award in 2010, Jacques Delors spoke these illuminated
and farsighted words:
“Post-war Europeans were plagued by tragic memories, bitterness and mistrust. They were now offered
reconciliation, mutual recognition and tolerance. The words of the Jewish sociologist Hannah Arendt come
to mind: pardon and promise. Pardon is not the same as forgetting. The promise was that the generations
that came after the tragedies would be fully welcome in the human community” 6.
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The Great Recession has not been a war, but the parallel is not so daring. Can Arendt’s maxim help again? I
believe so – and not only as a rhetoric quote. I argued that EMU has produced unexpected and emergent
properties that have transformed it into an irreducible system. Each country joined the euro with its load of
problems, not fully recognized nor openly declared (think of the real conditions of Greek public finances). In
the early years, the rules were not fully observed: France and Germany broke the deficit rule in 2003 and
were not sanctioned. We do not have enough empirical evidence for a comprehensive reconstruction
(which in any case can never be exhaustive) of the multitude of effects and counter-effects generated by
the phase change. The imputation of responsibility (not to speak of “guilt”) is complicated, slippery,
politically inopportune in the context of a crisis which is still burning. Against this background, the following
passage by Hannah Arendt immediately acquires a perspicuous and soothing meaning:
“The possible redemption from the predicament of irreversibility – of being unable to undo what one has
done – is the faculty of forgiving. … Without being forgiven, released from the consequences of what we
have done, our capacity to act would be confined to one single deed from which we could never recover;
we would remain the victims of its consequences forever” 7.
Arendt’s reasoning continues with a pars construens: the promise.
“The remedy for unpredictability, for the chaotic uncertainty of the future, is contained in the faculty to
make and keep promises. The two faculties belong together in so far as one of them, forgiving, serves to
undo the deeds of the past, whose ‘sins’ hang like Damocles’ sword over every new generation; and the
other, binding oneself through promises, serves to set up in the ocean of uncertainty, which the future is by
definition, islands of security without which not even continuity, let alone durability of any kind, would be
possible in the relationships between men”.
It is difficult, I believe, to find more evocative and meaningful words to characterize the emotional
dilemmas facing Europeans today – words which at the same time indicate the way to reconcile this
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dilemma, in a virtuous and constructive manner. The idea of “contractual arrangements” launched by Van
Rompuy might be a way of operationalizing the pardon and promise maxim. Instead of straightjacketing a
Member State for past deeds that cannot be undone, the EU should help out in order to restore inclusive
growth in that country (the “pardon” side), in exchange for a firm commitment towards responsible
government (the “promise” side).

Conclusion
The EU has a new Parliament and a new Commission, but the aftershocks of the 2008 crisis are still with us,
and the four fault lines are certainly not subsiding. The supranational political debate is becoming more
hospitable to issues of investment, growth, jobs and even flexibility in the interpretation of automatic fiscal
rules. In its new Work Program, the Commission explicitly mentions the issue of “fairness” as regards both
free movement and EMU. Discursive changes are not (always) “cheap talk”, they may serve important
purposes: a successful political mediation of the extant tensions requires in fact the availability of adequate
intellectual resources (mind frames, worldviews, symbolic perspectives) for identifying the possible
avenues of change. But, ultimately, politics needs choices and agency. On this front, unfortunately, the
needed change of pace is not visible yet.
In the summer of 2012, in the midst of yet another speculative attack against the euro, a supranational
official pronounced a sentence that immediately altered the course of developments. The official was
Mario Draghi, the President of the ECB, and the sentence was: “Within our mandate, the ECB is ready to do
whatever it takes to preserve the euro. And believe me, it will be enough.” As noted by the New York
Times: “Draghi’s promise … was of great significance to the future of the European project…What Draghi
did was to cut through the endless debates about debt and inflation and the internal logic of the single
currency to back his deeds with an unshakeable statement of intent” 8. Through this statement the ECB
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President turned an objective possibility (a plausible course of events in that contingent situation) into a
Wirklichkeit, a possibility come true. It was an act of monetary policy, but with important polity-building
implications.
The EU’s institutional constellation is now stuck in a bad equilibrium. We need new analytic frames, ideas
and principles aimed at weaving into the EU’s novel “nature” incentives for more solidarity and integration,
based on “neighborhood”, “hospitality” and “pardon/promise” principles. But ultimately we need the
action of leaders with “unshakeable intent”, especially in Germany: democratically legitimated leaders who
are capable of principled and responsible choices for Europe’s social, economic and democratic future.
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