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Introduction: The Soft Coup d’État


Winter 2011/12. The Greek parliament is besieged from without by angry protestors. They riot burning down banks and government buildings. The Italian government, too, faces mass opposition – a general strike in protest at €450 billion government spending cuts. In Ireland, Spain and many other European countries there are angry protests. But the Greek and Italian governments are not only under pressure from the public. They are answerable to other masters than the electorate.

Greek Prime Minister Lucas Papademos took office on 11 November 2011, though he stood in no election. Before becoming Prime Minister Papademos had been a senior official at the European Central Bank, and an advisor to the outgoing PM George Papandreou. Italian Prime Minister Mario Monti was appointed on 12 November 2011, having been made a life senator three days earlier by President Giorgio Napolitano. Before becoming Prime Minister Mario Monti had been an economics professor and a member of the European Commission. On the face of things, both Papademos and Monti draw their authority from their own parliaments – but everyone knows that is not so. Both of these unelected experts came to power in a ‘Soft Coup’; both deals were brokered by the European Union, in the middle of a harsh public debt crisis.

In the case of Greece, the European Union had been dealing with Prime Minister George Papandreou, leader of the largest, and best-polling political party in the last democratic elections, PASOK, twisting his arm to agree spending cuts. (Papandreou was under pressure because he owned up to what governments before had hidden – that Goldman Sachs had helped the country disguise its debts through creative accounting – his reward for such transparency, to be put out of office.) Talks were held between the Greek government, and the ‘Troika’ of the International Monetary Fund, the European Central Bank and the European Commission. Having agreed one round of cuts after another, Papandreou baulked at just how unpopular these were, and in October said that he would let the people vote on more cuts in a referendum. The European Union was outraged at the idea that the voters should be asked.

‘The announcement has surprised the whole of Europe,’ said French President Nicolas Sarkozy. ‘Giving the people a way to express themselves is always legitimate, but the solidarity of all the euro-zone countries cannot be exercised unless everyone agrees to make the necessary efforts.’1 In a parliamentary session in The Hague, Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte called the threatened vote a ‘very unfortunate development’ and said ‘we have to do everything to prevent it.’ After crisis talks Papandreou agreed to cancel the public vote and to suspend normal party politics in favour of a government of ‘national unity’, and to stand down as Prime Minister in favour of Papademos. Robbed of a voice Greek people were more willing to protest and even to riot. German Finance Minister Wolfgang Schäuble wants the Greeks to cancel future elections and have a government without any politicians, only ‘experts’.

Around the same time another European leader – of the right in this case – was forced to stand down. Silvio Berlusconi had often been attacked by the European Commission, charged with corruption. But each time the question was put to the polls the wily Berlusconi won over voters. In November 2011, though, the debt crisis gave the Commission the lever it needed to prize Berlusconi out, and he resigned. European Council President Herman van Rompuy told Italians on 11 November 2011 that ‘the country needs reforms, not elections.’ Mario Monti was appointed Prime Minister and, in turn, appointed a ‘Professors’ Cabinet’, or ‘technocratic government’. Monti’s first reforms were to cut spending and to attack trade unions.
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Greeks protest against austerity measures

In a single week the elected governments of two of Europe’s democracies had been swept aside. At the very moment that Italian and Greek people needed to deal with the problems they faced, they were robbed of the chance. Before they could see their own political representatives argue out the best outcome on party lines, with the parliamentary contest mirroring the contest for votes. The party political system was a lever for ordinary people to push their goals right into the centre of government. But without it, public administration stopped being democratic, or even political. It was called ‘technocratic’ – government as technique, not as a negotiation; mechanical, not through dialogue. Instead of leaders there were experts. Instead of a contest ‘national unity’ was imposed (though many outside did not feel they were a part of it).

The events of November 2011 were called a ‘Soft Coup’, or a ‘coup without tanks’. But what Junta was taking over? Even the angriest protestors were not sure who to blame. If there were no tanks, where was the confrontation?

It would be hard to avoid the role that private financiers played appearing at every corner to warn against any backsliding on cuts. The ‘technocrats’ were not experts in juggling or medicine, but in finance. Mario Monti has been an advisor to Goldman Sachs, Coca Cola and the listing agency Moody’s as well as European Commissioner responsible for the Internal Market, Financial Services and Financial Integration, Customs, and Taxation. Massachusetts Institute of Technology graduate Papademos taught economics at Columbia University and even served as senior economist for the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston in 1980, before taking up positions at the National Bank of Greece and the ECB. Not surprisingly the anti-cuts protestors have been outraged to learn that Monti is a member of the secretive Bilderberg Group – all of which adds to the sense that government has been subverted by a secret coup led by high finance. Still, pointing the finger of blame at ‘capitalism’ or finance seems too vague. Down with capitalism, for sure, but does that really tell us any more about the forces arraigned against democracy?

Greek protestors have seen a German hand behind the changes, and they are not wrong. Chancellor Angela Merkel has called loudly for tighter rules on government spending, and for wayward governments to be reined in. In Athens the protestors have even burned the German flag (and alongside it the Swastika flag to heap on the insults) while the newspaper Demokratia reports the new austerity agreement with a parody of the sign over the gates at the Auschwitz Concentration Camp ‘Memorandum macht frei’. Greeks talk more often of the wartime occupation when the German Wehrmacht starved the country. Pointing the finger at Germany seems to make sense, except that Angela Merkel is not alone in her demands for Greek probity. Nicolas Sarkozy (whose country was also occupied by Germany in the Second World War) is so close to Merkel that the press have coined a collective noun Merkozy. Just before he was bundled out of office, Silvio Berlusconi, too was lecturing the Greeks on the need to stick to their promises. Greek protestors wish that their enemy was just Germany’s leaders.

The Coup d’État against democracy in Greece and Italy does have a shape, however soft it looks. Its shape is the European Union. The pressure brought to bear on both countries came through the European Union. The ‘Troika’ of the European Central Bank, the European Commission and the International Monetary Fund brought pressure to bear on the Greek government to change its policies and make-up. Though an ad hoc body, the Troika is reported to be renting an office in Athens to keep an eye on spending there.
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The ‘Troika’

The Troika does not just oversee Greek spending. There is a Troika looking at Portugal’s budget, too. Jürgen Kröger, Head of EC mission, Rasmus Rüffer for the ECB and Poul Thomsen of the IMF visited in May 2011, returning in February 2012 to spend two weeks looking at the budget there before deciding whether to release the latest batch of Portugal’s €78 billion rescue loan.

In January 2012 all but two of the 27 heads of state at the European Summit agreed to German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s new fiskalpakt with binding limits on budget deficits and quasi-automatic sanctions on countries that breach deficit and debt limits enforced by the European Court of Justice. ‘The debt brakes will be binding and valid forever,’ said Merkel: ‘Never will you be able to change them through a parliamentary majority.’ Later that year Merkel’s finance minister Wolfgang Schäuble went further, saying: ‘I would be for the further development of the European Commission into a government.’ Schäuble explained that a long-term response to the current eurozone crisis, which many have said has been exacerbated by the fact that the EU lacked the tools - such as a central transfer system - to effectively deal with it. 2 From the European Union viewpoint Merkel’s goal of putting questions of government beyond democratic control is a great success. Binding limits, with automatic sanctions, policed by unelected officials is what they want. ‘Parliamentary majorities’ overriding the expert officials is what they hate.
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Trade unionists march against austerity in Spain

In the summer of 2012 Miners led protests and riots against the EU-imposed austerity package in Spain. ‘There’s plenty of money for the banks, but none for us,’ said Jorge Rodriguez, a 36-year old miner: ‘We’re under occupation by the EU, there’s no other way of putting it’ he said, ‘We no longer have control over our own country.’3

The European Union, though, is not only jealous of political rivals on the left: it targets right-wing populists, too. In the same month that the European Council was cooking up the fiscal compact, the European Commission wrote three separate letters of warning to Hungarian President Orban charging him with bringing in ‘undemocratic’ laws. By ‘undemocratic’ they meant that the new constitution put the Central Bank under the control of the democratically elected government, instead of leaving it in the hands of the expert technocrats, while threatening, too, that judges and information commissioners would be subject to the rule of parliament. Step through the looking glass into the EU-world where the rule of the people is dictatorial, but the rule of unelected experts is democracy.

Ex-sixties radical Daniel Cohn-Bendit stood up in the European Parliament to demand that Orban’s constitution be investigated for breaching the EU’s Lisbon Treaty. The man once known as Danny the Red ranted on that the Hungarian leader was striving to be Europe’s equivalent of Hugo Chávez or Fidel Castro.4

Cohn-Bendit as a student radical wrote


The emergence of bureaucratic tendencies on a world scale, the continuous concentration of capital, and the increasing intervention of the State in economic and social matters, have produced a new managerial class whose fate is no longer bound up with that of the private ownership of the means of production.5



It was far-sighted indeed to spot the very trend towards bureaucratic-managerial rule for which Cohn-Bendit himself would become a spokesman. The only thing he did not foresee was that the bureaucracy that was emerging would be transnational, not just national.

In this current moment some of those who are standing up to the EU’s austerity packages have shouted about the attack on democracy. They think that the EU is attacking democracy so that it can push through its spending cuts. So it is. But much more so it is using the debt crisis to push through the abolition of national sovereignty.

Two and a half years ago a very prescient sociology professor Ulrich Beck wrote ‘The crisis cries out to be transformed into a long overdue new founding of the EU’. Beck went on: ‘until now there has been no joint financial policy, no joint industrial policy, no joint social policy - which, through the sovereignty of the EU, could be pooled into an effective response to the crisis’. The only real barrier, thought Beck, was ‘the national self-delusion of its intellectual elites’ who ‘bewail the faceless European bureaucracy’.6

December 2011’s Brussels summit, drawing its moral imperative from the sovereign debt crisis, ended with a commitment to create a much-greater coordination of economic and financial policy. Under the agreement national governments must submit balanced budgets, and face ‘automatic penalties’ if they do not. The thesis behind the agreement is that the southern European countries’ spending and indebtedness has undermined confidence in them and because of that in the Euro.

Shifting the blame onto Greece, Spain and Italy for the Euro crisis twists the truth. Throughout the buoyant years of the noughties the success of the European periphery was cited proof that the European Union was working. More, exporting countries, including Germany, were glad that easy credit boosted Greek and Spanish buying of their goods.

Apart from the economics, though, the important shift is towards ‘stronger economic union’. When the crisis began Greece’s troubles suggested to many that the European Union would ‘fall apart’. Professor Beck’s intuition that the crisis would drive the greater integration of economic policy proved to be as insightful as the fears that the whole thing would fall apart. Where he misleads us is in portraying this movement as a greater democratisation of Europe. On the contrary, the trajectory is towards a much-diminished role for democratic oversight, and a much enhanced role for unelected officials dictating terms to elected governments. ‘Automatic penalties’ is European code for ‘not subject to political negotiation’.

The reason for the ‘automatic penalties’ is that as national elites European governments do not have the authority to see through tough measures. For many years now, governments have leant on the European Union as an extra-national source of authority. Governments that are not willing to make the case for tighter budgets honestly in their own terms, have hid behind the claim that they must make adjustments to meet the external restraints imposed by Europe. That is what Italian Minister Guido Cali meant when he said that ‘the European Union represented an alternative path for the solution of problems which we were not managing to handle through the normal channels of government and parliament’.

Not just Italy or Greece, but Britain and Germany sought again and again to ‘tie’ or ‘bind’ themselves into European Union rules that would limit the political temptations of excessive spending. Quite why sovereign states should choose to bind themselves and their successors in obligations that they cannot change or renegotiate is a conundrum for students of international relations. The answer to the puzzle is that these elites no longer derive the same authority that they used to from national electorates or constituent assemblies that once they did. Instead it is in the international summits, most notably the European summits that leaders feel secure, bound together in their mutual fear of the unruly electorates.

Fear of economic crisis is driving the integration of European policy, and it is not being consolidated as a democracy, but as a technocracy, where officials follow procedures, rather than make policies. Six years ago the voters of France and Holland voted down the centralisation of Europe under its then proposed constitution – which was abandoned soon after. Now, using fear of economic collapse, European elites have talked themselves into submitting to a more onerous set of impersonal and bureaucratic rules.


Robbers of the world, having by their universal plunder exhausted the land, they rifle the deep. If the enemy be rich, they are rapacious; if he be poor, they lust for dominion; neither the east nor the west has been able to satisfy them. Alone among men they covet with equal eagerness poverty and riches. To robbery, slaughter, plunder, they give the lying name of empire; they make a desert and call it peace. (Calgacus of the Caledonian Tribe, according to Tacitus)



German chancellor, Angela Merkel, announced that the EU faces


perhaps the toughest hour since the second world war. If the euro fails, then Europe fails, and we want to prevent and we will prevent this. This is what we are working for, because it is such a huge historic project.7



In Germany, Chancellor Merkel’s popularity has risen during the crisis. Ordinary German sentiment is that the country cannot afford to ‘subsidise’ wasteful southern European governments. Hans Werner-Sinn, Director of the Center for Economic Studies at the University of Munich complains that ‘It is unfair for critics to ask Germany to bear even more risk.’8 Even in Germany, though, there were fears that the country’s decisions over the European Stability Mechanism – the rescue fund that is – are being taken behind closed doors, sidestepping the democratic process. In the event the German Constitutional Court ruled that the bailout fund was a matter for the European officials, not Germany’s parliament. It was, Merkel told the Bundestag ‘a good day for Europe’9 – which is true, if ‘Europe’ means unelected officials sidestepping national governments.

The habit of dictating terms to elected governments comes easily to the European Commissioners. They learned that habit when they were pushing around the ‘accession countries’ – those countries that joined the Union after it was first set up. The countries making up each new wave of countries joining the European Union (in 1973, the 1980s, 1995, 2004 and 2007) have found that they must adopt the existing body of European law, the acquis communautaire. The acquis is voted into national laws as a whole, as a condition of membership. There can be no substantial negotiation about its content, which reflects the interests of the core of the Union. Member states are made to perform a degrading ritual of submission, voting on thousands of laws without consideration. To gain admission, accession states have found that they are set special tasks, conditions upon membership that they must adopt to prove their European-ness. The Czechs must alter their community relations towards Gypsies. The Hungarians must become more liberal towards homosexuals. Turks – though they are still denied membership – must get hunting licenses. In each case, no doubt, there is a very good case to be made for the change in the law. But the way that the reforms are imposed from outside, as conditions, militates against a national debate, and makes these reforms into performative acts, undertaken not for their own sake, but to gain access to markets. The appearance of the reforms is egalitarian, but the content of the changes is that accession states are subordinated to an external authority. The ritual of accession, and the habit of setting external conditions on recalcitrant states that the Commission got into with the East European states, sets the mood for its relations with the budget-constrained states in the current crisis. The language is about bail-outs, fiscal responsibility and a return to growth. But the real meaning is that national governments must get used to doing what the European Union tells them, and stop listening to their own electorates.

Many commentators saw the fiscal and social crisis that broke out in 2011 as a sign that the European Union – or at least the Eurozone – was on the point of breaking up. For some states it still seems possible that the crisis will lead to a departure, forced or voluntary, from the Union. On the whole, though, the crisis has led to more, not less power for the European Union over its member states. In the following I will argue that the dynamic towards European integration is driven by the decline of nation states and in particular the decline of the political life of popular democracy in those nation states. Just as European officials were taking decision-making power out of the hands of elected officials in Greece, Italy and Portugal, British citizens were being polled on the conduct of their own politicians. Just 24 per cent of respondents believe MPs are capable of ‘debating issues of public concern in a sensible and considered way’, and most think that the political system is ‘fundamentally flawed’. Alarmingly 38 per cent thought that it would be a good idea if the European union sent technocrats to run the British administration, too.10 The bureaucratic institutions of the European Union are growing to fill the vacuum left by the shrinking political spheres of the nation states. The Union’s ascendance is caused by the decline of democratic politics in those nation states.

Some theoreticians, like Alain Badiou, have seen in the recent public protests the return of the political. Before Badiou, Frank Furedi saw healthy signs of the return of a populist moment in the protest movements that de-railed the proposed European constitution in 2005.11 Popular opposition to the technocratic elites that have suborned democracy are indeed to be welcomed. The protests in Europe against EU-imposed austerity programmes are a healthy sign that the governing elite has failed to win support. However, new shoots of popular political contestation, while striking, have as yet failed to put down strong roots. The No Campaigns that challenged the proposed EU constitution are coalitions that while broad, have little in common beyond opposition to the change. The rise of the radical-left SYRIZA coalition in Greece is no doubt an important development, as are the many grassroots anti-austerity campaigns in that country and elsewhere. Yet SYRIZA leader Alex Tsipras’ programme of renegotiating Greece’s Eurozone membership lacked credibility in the eyes of voters who could see that Europe’s political leaders were not reciprocating. The anti-cuts campaigns, like so many radical movements of the post-Cold War era have blown up great squalls of protest, but these have not been sustained challenges, and have failed to build up enduring organisations to keep them going.

As much as we might hope that new popular political movements are emerging, to understand the way that the European Union has developed we need to look at the opposite and more enduring trend, the decline in the mass organisations and political parties over the last twenty years. So far, at least, the challenge to the European Union’s imposed austerity-drive has failed to de-rail it. Rather, the powers-that-be in Brussels and at the European Central Bank have weathered the storm. Their strategy has largely been to sit tight, and wait out the storm, and it has worked. When decision-making takes place outside of the country protest movement have no clear target for their protests. High politics has gone off-shore, or perhaps floating above the nation states like Swift’s Island of Laputa, where it cannot be reached. Most pointedly, national assemblies, national elites, and indeed nationally-based opposition movements have failed to come up with an answer to the crisis in Europe. Unless the opposition movement substantially alters the political culture in Europe, the outcome of the events of 2011-12 will move further in the direction of an apolitical European administration, governing the continent’s peoples technocratically and at an ever greater distance from popular accountability.

In the following we look first at the decline of the idea of national sovereignty as an ideal, and the growing preference for transnational governance. Then in the second chapter Demobilising the Nation State, we consider what lies behind the decline of sovereignty, the decline in the political life of nation states, in particular the decline in the mass movements of left and right that gave sovereignty its vitality and meaning. In chapter three we look at the historical emergence of the European Union and its relationship to a decline in national political life. The fourth chapter looks at some of the domestic allies of European integration, using the examples of the Italian left, the German Greens, the Scottish National Party, the British TUC and – most importantly – the role of business leaders in promoting European integration. In chapter five we consider the development of trans-European administrative powers from the growth of the European Commission under Delors, to the restated importance of the European Council and Heads of State, but emphasizing the trend towards apolitical administration and technocratic measures like ‘benchmarking’. Chapter six deals with the elusive problem of European identity, arguing that for the most part it is a negative identification, against outsiders, whether in the developing world, the East or in America, but most of all the Union is defined in opposition to the peoples of Europe, because of its transnational and elite character.

The last two chapters deal with theoretical accounts of European integration. In chapter seven we consider first the integrationist and functionalist theories of David Mitrany, Ernst Haas and Karl Deutsch, and query their technocratic indifference to political contestation. Then we look at the realist and intergovernmentalist outlook, in the works of the British Committee, Alan Milward, Stanley Hoffmann and Andrew Moravcsik, their insistence on the priority of nation states, and the challenges that poses in creating an account of European integration. In chapter eight we look at the critical theorists’ account of the social construction of Europe, its insights into the end of national sovereignty and its curious inability to grasp the meaning of democratic will formation.

The research for this book was undertaken at the Centre for the Study of Democracy at the University of Westminster, with the Sovereignty and its Discontents Workgroup and on projects at Plan in London. I am grateful to Ian Aitchison, Chris Bickerton, Fanny Cabanne, Phil Cunliffe, Frank Furedi, Tariq Goddard, Alex Gourevitch, Richard Green, Solomon Hughes, Mick Hume, Lee Jones, Tara McCormack, Frances Lynch, Kevin McCullagh, Brendan O’Neill, Julia Svetlichnaja, Lizzie Terry, Bruno Waterfield, James Woudhuysen, Jan Zielonka and most of all David Chandler, for encouraging the development of the ideas here in different ways.



CHAPTER ONE


Pathological Nationalism?

In the following we look first at the critique of sovereignty to understand what is at stake. We will argue that the contemporary case for the European Union is bound up with the idea that nationalism in Europe is a pathological condition that needs the European Union to contain it – even though the actual historical record indicates a different origin. We will argue that the antinational claims of the European Union are more contemporary and correspond instead to the ideology of globalisation. And we will take issue with the critique of sovereignty, aiming to show that its real meaning is a retreat from subjectivity.

In the many accounts of the case for the European Union and its predecessors the European Community and the European Economic Community, it is implied that nationalism is a pathological development. The Union exists to constrain pathological nationalism

According to Till Geiger


Many politicians attributed the outbreak of the Second World War to an aggressive political and economic nationalism of the interwar period. Following this logic, the creation of a united Europe would eradicate the root cause of international antagonism by replacing the existing nation states.1



Simon Bulmer claims that ‘Europe’s founding fathers ‘sought to avoid the excesses of nationalism and of the nation-state system that had been demonstrated by the Nazi regime’.2 Gerald Hackett also sees the European Community’s motivation coming from a retreat from the war-like nation-state


There was in this period [immediately after the Second World War], a general if ill-defined rejection of nationalism and a belief that organizations standing above the nation-state were essential for peace.… seeking a different approach to the European political system which had produced two world wars in 25 years.3



According to Derek Urwin (who attributes these views to federalists like Altiero Spinelli):


nationalism and nationalist rivalries, by culminating in a war had discredited and bankrupted the independent state as the foundation of political organization and international order, and that a replacement for the state had to be found in a comprehensive continental community.4



Certainly it was the case that the ‘architect of the European Economic Community’ Jean Monnet, looking back in 1978, saw the shortcomings of international organisation before the Second World War as arising out of a failure to constrain the nation-state: ‘At the root of them all [international crises] was national sovereignty’, wrote Monnet of the failure of the League of Nations, which he put down to the ‘inability to go beyond national self-interest’.5 It is a judgement echoed by Monnet’s biographer François Duchêne: ‘of all the international bodies invented to correct the weakness that led to war, none addressed the fragmentation of authority in the hands of numerous states, which arguably had been one of the greatest flaws.’6

Simon Bromley underscores the failure of the nation state in the period before the founding of the European Economic Community, even in its most basic promise of security:
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Jean Monnet putting the European plan in motion


As far as the domestic authority of Western European states was concerned, it is important to recall that most of them (including all the original members of the Union) had failed in their primary task: to guarantee the security of their populations.7



Historians Alan Milward and Tony Judt take issue with the argument that the European Economic Community was created to overcome the war-like nation-state on grounds of historical inaccuracy.8 Milward, and following him Judt argue that far from being a means to overcome the nation-state, the European Economic Community was one of a number of intergovernmental organisations whose great purpose and achievement was to ‘rescue the nation state’, after the disaster of the Second World War. Milward agrees with Simon Bromley’s argument that most European nation states had indeed failed their citizens during the war. And for just that reason, he argues, international cooperation in Europe was the condition for the reconstruction of the nation state.

The post-war years saw an unprecedented extension of the state into domestic life, through the extension of welfare benefits, health services, pension, social services, economic planning, nationalised industries, all of which were widely embraced as the foundations of a new national identity. As Alan Milward rightly says


After 1945 the European nation state rescued itself from collapse, created a new political consensus as the basis of its legitimacy, and through changes in its response to its citizens which meant a sweeping extension of its functions and ambitions reasserted itself as the fundamental unit of political organisation.9



The argument that the European Economic Community was created to constrain war-like nation-states after the learning experience of the Second World War, then, is hard to justify, not least because it is a consideration that was by no means important at the time. Rather, the argument that the Community was a reaction against World War is at best a retrospective judgement, or even a post festum construction, an origin myth for the Union today.

Globalisation and the end of the nation

If it is difficult to account for the origins of the European Union as a reaction to the war, there is a more contemporary explanation of what drives it, and that is globalisation – the argument that the Union is necessary to meet the challenges of the more open and competitive world market, and of other global trends that are today rendering the nation-state impotent. In the words of the European Commission President José Manuel Barroso ‘No nation state can meet the challenges of climate change, mass migration, global competition and terrorism on its own.’10

In the first instance the ‘globalisation’ discussion appears to be about the economy. So even a radical welfare socialist like Oskar Lafontaine argues that ‘the instruments of national policy are no longer adequate to deal with the demands of a globalized economy’.11 Radical economist Kavaljit Singh makes the point that ‘the growing globalization of finance has led to the rapid decline in the degree of control and manoeuvrability of national governments which find it increasingly difficult to intervene to reduce the volatility and establish stability in the financial markets.’ What is more ‘The state and its agencies are no longer the most important actors in the global economic system; they have been replaced by the TNCs [Trans National Corporations].’12

Anthony Giddens paraphrases the business guru Keniche Ohmae, ‘we live now in a borderless world, in which the nation state has become a “fiction” and where politicians have lost all effective power.’13 In a Speech to the German Business Federation (Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie) in Bonn, on 18 June 1996 the British Labour Party leader Tony Blair drew out the link between global competition and the limits of the nation state: ‘good government’ is ‘minimal government’ and it is important to recognise that ‘choices are constrained’.14 Those sentiments found their way into the Blair government’s White Paper on Competitiveness and the building of the knowledge economy (drafted by Charles Leadbeater): ‘In the increasingly global economy of today, we cannot compete in the old way.’15

Linguistics professor Norman Fairclough comments on this passage that the movements of the global economy are ‘represented as actions, but without any responsible agents.’ Further, Fairclough parses the argument: ‘ “We” are confronted with change as effects without agency, rather than being participants in change able to affect its direction.’16 Anthony Giddens, an advisor to Blair, argues that ‘Globalization “pulls away” from the nation-state in the sense that some powers nations used to possess, including those that underlay Keynesian economic management, have been weakened.’17 Giddens sees globalisation as not just a matter of impersonal market forces, but the impact of much better informed and less traditionally-minded citizens, who are not shy about taking their custom elsewhere. As he puts it ‘Liberal democracy, based on an electoral party system, operating at the level of the nation-state, is not well equipped to meet the demands of a reflexive citizenry in a globalizing world.’18

In Germany, the sociologist Ulrich Beck paints what he sees as the limitations of the nation-state:


Territorial states originate in exclusive powers over geographical space. This is the basis for their monopoly of violence, their legislative autonomy, cultural identity and moral autonomy …



By contrast ‘Globalisation threatens national sovereignty’.19 As we can see, Beck combines the association of the nation state with violence and the argument that globalisation renders the state useless. ‘The road to the nation-state is paved with oppression,’ he says. ‘Its law reads: Either-or.’ But ‘Owing to global mobility … the possibilities of a national Either-Or are disappearing.’20 Globalisation renders the logic of national sovereignty redundant, and makes the case for post-national institutions like the European Union.

The thesis that globalisation has rendered the nation-state superfluous, or just limited, has its critics. Paul Hirst and Graham Thompson have argued that ‘globalisation’ is not a real world phenomenon, so much as a subjective retreat from responsibility, in particular the responsibility to construct national policy. The way they tell it, globalisation is an alibi for inactivity, the wish being father to the thought: ‘One key effect of the concept of globalization has been to paralyse radical reforming national strategies, to see them as unfeasible in the face of the judgement and sanction of international markets,’ argue Hirst and Thompson: ‘A truly global economy is claimed to have emerged, or to be in the process of emerging, in which distinct national economies and therefore domestic strategies of national economic management are increasingly irrelevant.’21 As they detail in their book, the claim that the world market is qualitatively more integrated than it was at the turn of the last century is not justified by the statistics.

Like Hirst and Thompson, Colin Hay thinks that globalisation is something of a myth, at least in so far as it becomes an excuse for a retreat from policy. ‘Globalization is seen as the enemy of political deliberation in the sense that it is seen to dictate policy choices while itself being beyond the capacity of domestic political actors to control,’ he says. The policy choices that globalisation dictates are in a certain direction, which is to say towards market liberalisation: ‘globalization is held to necessitate a certain privatisation and depoliticisation of public policy, rendering it less politically accountable’, says Hay. He adds ‘Here it is the distinctly public character of political deliberation that is challenged by globalisation.’ Hay explains the mechanism by which globalisation is supposed to limit national policy:


To reduce the risks of co-ordinated speculative dynamics being unleashed against one’s currency by global financial markets, for instance, it is argued that monetary policy must be removed from political control and rendered both predictable and rules-bounded rather than discretionary.22



As we shall, see, this argument is drawn from the European experience, in particular of French and Italian submission to the economic criteria for membership of the European Monetary System. Usefully for the argument we will explore later, Hay explains ‘Here globalisation is cast as a powerful agent of depoliticisation.’23

Very few people doubt that there has indeed been an increase in cross-border trade since the 1970s (on the long trend) and again since the 1990s (on the shorter trend). Nor do they doubt that technologies favour broader and deeper communications across national boundaries. From the perspective of 2009, though, one might ask whether it was the global financial markets that had proved to be the historically transient mode of social organisation, and the nation-state the enduring one. It might have seemed clear to Keniche Ohmae in 1995 that the state was a fiction, but in 2008 it became clear that it was trillions of dollars invested in over-valued financial assets that was fictitious. Under the United States’ Troubled Asset Relief Program (2008) government spent $700; billion buying major shareholdings in Goldman Sachs Group Inc., Morgan Stanley, J.P. Morgan Chase & Co., Bank of America Corp. (including Merrill Lynch), as did the British government in Royal Bank of Scotland and Northern Rock to prevent their collapse. Further the US government took over General Motors, the German government bought Opel and the Heidelberg print company as the British did British Rail.24

Hay, Hirst and Thompson, then, all point to an important part of the debate: The concept ‘globalisation’ is working too hard in these arguments. The suspicion is that the cart has been put before the horse. The theory of globalisation has been written after the event to justify something that was already happening – a delimitation of the political authority of elected governments over wider society.

Looking at the discussion of globalisation with an eye to the European Union, there is now a second argument on top of the first, that we need the Union to contain nationalist aggression. Not only are states too belligerent, now they are toothless, as well.

The default position in these discussions seems to come back to the same point, that the state is pathologically ill-suited to our times. Over and again we hear an orchestra of arguments against the nation state. Given that the European Union is often represented as a limit or moderating influence upon the nation state, the perception that the state is problematic plainly has a bearing on the argument. Indeed, we will argue that the main driver of the European Union today is a retreat from national sovereignty, and a demobilisation of the nation state.

The critique of sovereignty

The most strident polemics against nationalism and the state today are made to the background of demands for humanitarian intervention against dictatorships in the less developed world (in which there are fewer constraints on forceful expression). In particular, the concept of sovereignty exercises the humanitarian interventionists – because it is the concept that stands in the way of military action in other people’s countries.

Queen’s Council Geoffrey Robertson, head of the Doughty Street chambers in London, has been a passionate advocate of human rights acting for Tasmanian Aborigines in their case against the British Museum, and as a UN Judge in the war crimes tribunal in Sierra Leone. His book Crimes Against Humanity is a popular rehearsal of the argument over human rights and sovereignty. In fact he says bluntly the ‘movement for global justice has been a struggle against sovereignty’: ‘The great play of sovereignty, with all its pomp and panoply, can now be seen for what it hides: a posturing troupe of human actors, who when off-stage are sometimes prone to rape the chorus’.25 It was a point made also by Kenneth Roth, executive director of Human Rights Watch: ‘sovereignty cannot be used as an excuse to avoid human rights commitments’.26 The non-governmental organisation Medicins Sans Frontières ‘from the outset, chose to step away from the classical Red Cross approach of a “silent neutrality” and sought to put the interest of victims ahead of sovereignty considerations’.27 Sovereignty, to its humanitarian critics, is just a ‘show’, a ‘prejudice’, a ‘convention’, a ‘legal fiction’, behind which, grubby and degraded politicians pursue their own selfish and individual interests. In the Ireland the one-time leaders of physical force nationalism, Sinn Fein the Workers Party repented their excesses and decided to ‘stand up against the tom-tom drums’ of nationalism – saying ‘freedom’s just a flag’ in their election broadcasts.28

Surprisingly, perhaps, even movements for state reform consider the concept of sovereignty to be faulty. Neal Ascherson titled his 1994 lecture for the organisation Charter 88 ‘Local Government and the Myth of Sovereignty’, and dismissed without argument ‘the British doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty, which I have already suggested to be obsolete and pernicious’ (25 February). The Charter 88 supporter and now British Member of Parliament Tony Wright vigorously denounced the concept of the sovereignty of parliament, which he imagined to be dictatorial, in his book Citizens and Subjects.29

The growing clamour against the concept of sovereignty focused on its origins in the Treaty of Westphalia, a polemical gambit that rendered sovereignty at once historically transient, and also archaic.30 Perhaps it is to be expected that a catholic scholar would take issue with the Peace of Westphalia, so when J. Bryan Hehir writes that ‘the Westphalian concept of a modern sovereign state … does not exist in a geopolitical vacuum and “must share the stage of history today with other actors”‘ it is not that surprising. Hehir goes on to argue that ‘Economic interdependence, human rights claims and other factors all work to “limit national sovereignty.”‘31 The British democratic reformer Anthony Barnett joined the argument, welcoming the decline of ‘Westphalia’: ‘We are indeed witnessing the decline of the “Westphalian” nation state, with its absolute domestic sovereignty and rejection of external influence over its “internal affairs.”‘.32 After the US intervention in Iraq, Norman A. Bailey of the Potomac Foundation and Criton M. Zoakos President of Leto Research thought that ‘The 350-year reign of the nation-state system is over’ and ‘diplomatic niceties aside, the United States of America is the cause of the breakdown of the Westphalian nation-state system’.33

Substantially, though, it was in Europe, site of the original treaty of Westphalia, that the ‘end of the Westphalian system’ is most often seen. According to the British European Commissioner Lord Cockfield, the arguments seemed to be unassailable: ‘The gradual limitation of national sovereignty is part of a slow and painful forward march of humanity’.34

Nations as subjects

There is of course, something very strange about talking about nations as if they were persons, which is what we are doing when we use the concept of sovereignty. The oddness of it is drawn out by the economic libertarian Nicholas Dykes in a review of Thomas Paterson’s book On Every Front: The Making and Unmaking of the Cold War (1992). Dykes protests that


Dr Paterson also talks continuously as if “nations” had a living identity of their own, viz: “the nation’s competitiveness”; [this page] “Nations do not simply react.… They also act purposefully …”; [this page] “Nations seek to fulfil their ideological preferences and to realise their economic-strategic needs”. [this page]35



Dykes’ libertarianism takes for granted the sovereign individual as the agent of market exchange, but is immediately sceptical about the ‘collective subject’ of the nation. From a rather different perspective, international relations professor Justin Rosenberg takes issue with E.H. Carr’s realism, saying ‘Carr’s is from the outset a discourse of raison d’état: as a prescription it is committed to the idea of state as subject.’36 Intriguingly, Rosenberg does not feel the need to spell out what is wrong with the ‘idea of state as subject’ as if it was obviously doubtful.

The Gestalt psychologist Fritz Heider noticed that ‘Nations are in some ways like persons, and it is common to apply to them the person-concept which we have developed in the commerce with individuals.’37 Philippine sociologist F.V. Aguilar, Jr. calls this the ‘serialization of nations-as-persons’ whereby human qualities are projected onto the nation ‘such that the nation could be concomitantly fetishized as though it were like you and me.’38

In his critique of Westphalian sovereignty, The Myth of 1648, Benno Teschke attempts to draw the distinction between absolutist sovereignty and modern sovereignty in terms of the peculiar, dynastic qualities of sovereignty invested in the person of the sovereign on the one hand, with the modern and more rational ‘notion of sovereignty … predicated on an abstract impersonal state, existing apart from the subjective will of its executive’.39 Teschke thinks that it is particularly funny to see ‘“states” marrying “states”‘.40 That international relations should be managed through dynastic unions exemplifies for him the pre-modern character of absolutist sovereignty. He is struck by the strangeness of marriage between states, but fails to notice that the personification of states persists to this day, a truly mysterious thing that Teschke takes for granted. States recognise states, states divorce from states, states admonish states, states make reparations to states right up to the present day, and yet Teschke is amazed that states marry states. What he fails to understand is that the modern sovereign state, which is to say territory, which we credit with the characteristics of personality, is the thing that needs to be explained, and its mysteries are not dismissed by relegating this one archaic facet of the personification of the state to the past.

Substantially the question at issue is the one of sovereignty. Both in fact, and in the theoretical analysis, the question is sovereignty. The issue is sovereignty for European national leaders, like Jacques Chirac for example, for whom ‘the sovereignty of each state must be defended’,41 or for such as the German Constitutional Court, which ruled in 1994 that Germany’s basic law takes precedence over EU law.42 Theoretically, the question is whether the European Union is an extension (as neorealists claim) or a moderation of national sovereignty (as argued by functionalists and social theorists of international politics).

Sovereignty is a complicated subject. Steven Krasner who has thought very hard about it breaks it down into four sub-categories: domestic sovereignty, the ‘organisation of public authority in a state’; interdependence sovereignty, the control of borders; international legal sovereignty, the mutual recognition of states; and Westphalian sovereignty, the ‘exclusion of external actors from domestic authority configurations’.43 This diremption of the concept seems to help, but it also loses something of the inner vitality of sovereignty, rather like the coroner who unveils the dissected corpse with the phrase, ‘behold, your husband’.44 But then Krasner does warn us of his lack of sympathy for the concept of sovereignty with the subtitle of his book, Sovereignty: Organised Hypocrisy.

What the analytical approach loses is the life of the concept, sovereignty, which is something like subjectivity, man’s dominion in the world. Specifically, sovereignty is the subjectivity of the sovereign, or lord, and is for that reason bound up with the idea of territoriality, since lordship is in essence dominion over territory. For us today, the rights of the individual appear to be primary, and the ‘rights’ of the ‘nation’ a derivative, or extrapolation. Historically, subjectivity in the individual is preceded by subjectivity in the sovereign prince. The first human individuals to adopt the social form of subjective agents are the renaissance princes, like Lorenzo De Medici, who Machiavelli addressed, or Henry VIII.45 States were the original actors, and their subjectivity resided in the personality of their sovereign rulers.

Against expectations, perhaps, the subject appears in international relations before he does in social science. Pashukanis says that the doctrine of the legal subject in modern law owes more to the Roman jus gentium than to the jus civile, because the law of nations implies a mutual recognition that is not to be found in the domestic realm.46 The rights accorded the stranger in the ancient world are closer to the rights accorded neighbours in the modern, than to those accorded kinsmen. Says Pashukanis, the legal subject, like exchange, first occurs on the margins, between societies, only later penetrating societies (like trade), embracing the towns, and then eventually generalised in the rights of the people, which finally displace the rights of the sovereign prince with those of the sovereign people. ‘The rights of the untrammelled individual was in fact the democratisation of the baroque concept of the despotic prince’, sneers Lewis Mumford, though he should say, ‘renaissance concept of the despotic prince’.47 Amongst intellectuals today, scepticism towards popular sovereignty is high.48 But the enduring appeal of the slogan Power to the People is something that they ignore at their peril.

‘Princely sovereignty’ was conceived of long before the ‘rights of man’


Machiavelli The Prince 1513

Grotius Rights of War 1625

Hobbes Leviathan 1651

Locke Two Treatises of Government 1688

Rousseau Social Contract 1762



Sovereign states are subjects, just as corporations can be subjects. This is not a psychological mis-recognition, or a legal fiction. The logical structure of sovereignty is essentially similar between the person as subject and the state as subject. In the Philosophy of Right Hegel derives the concept of the state, starting from the concept of the Will, so that ‘the State is the will which manifests itself’.49 The middle term50 is the ‘general will’, of Rousseau.51 In a less developed form, this is the basis of Hobbes idea of the state as a leviathan, or ‘Artificiall Man’.52

Patrick Jackson argues that the personification of the state is under-theorised, though it stands as a common assumption in the ordinary understanding of international relations.53 The personification of the state argued in Hegel provokes a sceptical reaction not just from libertarians, but also from deconstructionists who are equally doubtful about the ‘collective will’ embodied in the state. In the end, though, this is not a theoretical question, but one of belief in the democratic process itself. Whether the state is a plausible collective subject rests on our confidence in the process by which the general will is formed. As we shall see, a declining identification with democratic processes damages the authority of the state as collective actor.

Sovereignty, the subjective agency of states, is curiously out of favour today. The reasons, as we shall explore are to do with a generalized downgrading of agency as a mode of human organization, of which doubts over sovereignty are only the manifestation in the realm of international relations.

In the end it was neither the Second World War, nor indeed the global market, that created the need for the European Union. Rather it is the perceived decline in state sovereignty that creates the need for a set of trans-national and pan-European institutions that supervene over national sovereignty. As we shall see, the member states of the European Union, as represented in the European Council, continue to be the source of its authority. Still the curious need for those European states to slough off responsibility for monetary and trade policy, environmental and technical regulation and a whole host of other government competences drives the Union forward.

In the following chapter we look at the domestic political processes that have led to the decline of national sovereignty, namely, the depoliticisation of European nation states and the decline in public participation in national will formation.



CHAPTER TWO


Demobilising the European State

‘If you have no real confidence in the political system or political leaders of your own country’, wrote the former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, ‘you are bound to be more tolerant of foreigners of manifest intelligence, ability and integrity like M. Delors telling you how to run your affairs.’ ‘To put it more bluntly’, she added ‘if I were an Italian, I might prefer rule from Brussels, too.’1

The main driver of European integration since 1983 has been a process of depoliticisation that has lessened the power of legislative assemblies.2 The trend leaves national political elites more reliant on their European counterparts for support and legitimation, as they are less so on the mandate of their domestic electorates and political parties. This is a trend that is Europe-wide (worldwide, in fact) but rooted in domestic political processes, and so has many national variations and some exceptions. It is a trend that has an international dimension, the end of the ‘cold war’ division of Europe between the Communist east and free market West, but substantially mirrors trends taking place in each of the major home countries of what we now call the European Union.

Political disengagement

The crisis of political disengagement since the 1980s has led to a rapid decline in popular support for political parties and mass civil society organisations. In the 1980s the era of consensus politics established after the Second World War in much of north western Europe began to break down. This consensus was corporatist – based on the partnership of business, the state and organised labour. Its political manifestation was the party system that divided legislative assemblies between parties of left and right, the former usually allied to trade unions, the latter more closely allied to business.

The loss of influence of the party system was in evidence first on the Communist left and was connected, perhaps unsurprisingly, to the collapse of the Soviet Union and its satellites in Eastern Europe. Mass Communist parties across Europe haemorrhaged supporters more than during the invasion of Hungary in 1956, or even at the height of the Hitler-Stalin pact. In many cases these parties were important, if awkward, elements of the polity. The Italian, French, Greek and Portuguese Communist Parties were either involved in or supporting ruling coalitions in the 1980s. In the 1990s, they had become relics, either trying to mask their difficulties by name changes (as in Italy3
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