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Foreword 

This working paper emerges from a discussion that took place within 
the Green European Foundation regarding the “polycrisis” the European 
Union (EU) is experiencing. This state of affairs has been acknowledged 
by everyone including the political figures at the helm of Europe’s institu-
tions, and its gravity has been emphasised by many analysists, who have 
evoked the possibility of an implosion of the monetary union, or even of 
the EU itself, in the future. But how are we to explain it? At the very least, 
the result of last June’s referendum in the United Kingdom compels us to 
recognise that the process of political integration between nation States 
witnessed in Europe over the last sixty years is by no means irreversible.
Yet this is not just a “British exception”. According to a recent Euroba-
rometer poll (November 2016), only a third of Europeans hold a “positive 
image” of the EU and half of the respondents described themselves as 
“optimistic” regarding the future of the EU. Thus, the crisis of legitimacy 
affecting Europe’s political action (“Brussels”) is plain to see and has per-
meated almost every one of the 28 Member States. If we wish to respond 
and to maintain the objective of political integration between States in Eu-
rope, it is necessary to first draw a clear and consensual diagnosis of the 
reasoning behind this generalised public mistrust which could find stark 
expression through the upcoming national elections.  

A reading of Krisztian Simon’s paper, which draws from over 100 freely 
chosen publications, lends some insight into the difficulty of carrying out 
a comprehensive diagnosis given the array of causes put forward. This 
working paper is therefore one in the strict sense of the term: it is invita-
tion to each reader to reflect further whilst providing them with a series 
of references which will certainly continue to be expanded. In doing so, it 
remains firmly in the realm of the “rational”, of (academic) reasoned de-
bate. Political communication bears also, or perhaps especially, on emo-
tions, the shaping of citizens’’ perceptions, and its tone is sometimes far 
removed from the truth of the matter. This crucial dimension, whose pow-
er was once again demonstrated by the “Brexit” campaign, is not tackled 
per se by this document and could become the object of further research. 

There is one aspect in the paper meriting particular emphasis: while the 
question of growing inequalities in societies and the absence of sufficient 
solidarity and cooperation between States is central to many analyses, a 
new cultural and political cleavage is becoming dominant in Europe. Not 
for the first time, the political framework around the question of inequal-
ities is being redefined; “the divide is between liberals and international-
ists against conservatives and nationalists” (see the findings of a recent 
Wikistrat study).

The deep legitimacy crisis experienced by the EU comes from what these 
“liberal and internationalist” actors have not been able – or not been willing 
– to do: shaping globalisation to reduce inequalities. As a result, they have 
cleared the path for a retreat into the familiar certainties of nationalism. 

It is therefore our duty today, as pro-European but critical actors, not to 
shy away from these difficult debates but to face them with a renewed 
yet humble determination to develop an inspiring political project for all. 

Pierre Jonckheer, 
GEF Honorary President

http://wikistrat.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Europes-New-Political-Divide.pdf
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Introduction

Today, Europe is in the midst of a number of overlapping crises: among 
others, economic, social, political, and environmental. For years it has been 
obvious that the European project cannot go on in the way it exists today, 
but the warnings were not taken seriously by the governments and major 
political forces in Europe. A “Grexit” or “Grexident” was barely averted 
in 2015, and 2016 saw a majority of voters in the United Kingdom opting 
to leave the European Union. In the meantime, opinion polls have shown 
that large parts of the population in other member countries, France and 
Denmark amongst others, would not mind following the British example 
of continuing their lives outside the European Union.

For the pro-European forces it is more than obvious that something needs 
to be done, as soon as possible, in order to save the European project, and 
today’s faltering EU of 28 (maybe soon only 27) self-interested Member 
States needs to be transformed into an EU of solidarity and cooperation.

To help foster this process, the Green European Foundation (GEF) has com-
piled a set of independent, Green, Left-wing, and progressive sources (but 
sometimes also Conservative and Liberal diagnoses), analytical articles, 
research papers, opinion pieces, interviews, and policy papers which look 
at the reasons for the current crises of the EU, the stagnation or regression 
of the European project, and the growing disillusionment of Europe’s citi-
zens.1 While putting together this document it was particularly important 
for us to make sure that the majority of the articles we include should be 
available on the internet, so that our readers can read the original sources, 
if they wish; however in some cases we had to rely on articles or books 
that were behind a paywall, or only available in print.

The compilation is subjective, and is based on the readings of the author 
and the GEF team, as well as a survey of the correspondents of the Green 
European Journal. To enrich the publication, we are happy to look at any 
article our readers would find interesting and worth considering, so that we 
can include them in a new, extended version later this year. The selected 
articles do not represent the views of the whole of the Green movement; 
rather their goal is to provide food for thought and to provide a selection 
of interesting readings.

On the following pages, we will go over a number of possible reasons that 
have led, according to analysts, politicians, journalists, and activists, to 
the current problems of the EU, so that we can identify the most important 
issues of concern, and – as a next step of our project – provide solutions 
to the shortcomings of the European Union.

This is not to say that there haven’t been important achievements and 
success stories in the 60 years of European integration (if that were the 
case no one in their right mind would want to defend the EU), and even 
the last few crisis-stricken years have led to some positive developments 
(such as the creation of a banking union); yet the aim of this paper is not 
to congratulate Europe’s leaders, but to provide a basis for our following 
publications that gather propositions, suggestions, and recommendations 
to help overcome the current challenges, and return Europe to its integra-
tory path. In order to have a comprehensive overview of the problems Eu-
rope is facing, we have grouped the different findings under four different 

 

1 We did not, however, include sources that aim 
to find the solution to Europe’s crises outside of a 
capitalistic model, as their diagnosis doesn’t focus 
on Europe, but on the current economic system as 
a whole, and would therefore not allow us to make 
EU-specific observations or recommendations.
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headings that look at the various problems activists, politicians, experts, 
scholars, policymakers, and journalists have identified in the design and 
vision of a unified Europe, the functioning of its institutions, as well as the 
acts and attitudes of its people, and its leaders, both on the national and 
European levels. Needless to say, these problems exist side by side, and 
many of them are interconnected, thereby intensifying the crises of the EU.
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The False Promise of 
Convergence

EU enlargement came with the promise of driving convergence among Europe’s 
Member States, thereby bringing them closer to each other in terms of values and 
prosperity. The last few years, however, have brought about increased disintegra-
tion, in large part because the leaders of Europe failed to act upon their promises, 
while pretending that EU membership would automatically lead to convergence.

After World War II, the European Community was born out of the idea of 
overcoming nationalism and the chauvinistic confrontations of the previous 
centuries by creating a commonwealth of European nations. The founders 
of the united Europe knew that in order to achieve this goal they needed 
to create solidarity through a system of interdependencies between the 
societies of Europe, which soon led to the creation of the so called “social 
market economy” (see the foreword to the 2015 print issue of the Green 
European Journal), a system that brought prosperity and “economic mir-
acles” to Western Europe2. A success story, many would say. According-
ly, German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier argues in his book 
“Europe is the solution” that it was exactly this success and appeal of the 
European project that attracted so many new countries to the club. But 
by the time the number of EU members reached 25 in 2004, Steinmeier 
claims, the magnitude of Member States became ungovernable with the 
methods the EU had become accustomed to with 6 or 12 members. Not 
to mention, he adds, that many of the new members had different under-
standings of Europe and different historical experiences.

In the mainstream narratives about the EU, solidarity has played a major 
role all along: “We (…) believe in solidarity between richer and poorer 
countries and regions inside the EU, hence the EU funds from which coun-
tries like Ireland and Portugal have benefited so visibly over the last two 
decades. And we believe in solidarity between the world’s rich north and 
its poor south — hence our generous national and EU aid budgets and our 
commitment to slow down global warming, which will disproportionately 
hurt some of the world’s poorest,” pointed out British historian Timothy 
Garton Ash  in 2007. But this solidarity has turned out to be little more than 
lip-service: as Benoît Lechat, the late editor-in-chief of the Green Euro-
pean Journal, wrote, the idea of a peaceful, democratic, and prosperous 
Europe was used to hide the neoliberal nature of many of its policies; the 
“promise of a social Europe that was to take over the role of the national 
welfare state has not been kept,” and thus the appeal of Europe started to 
lose its lustre in the eyes of the younger generations. Former Belgian finance 
minister Philippe Maystadt  goes even further, stating in an interview that 
there has never even been an intention to create a social Europe; not even 
the socialist governments have ever seriously considered such an option, 
as they were afraid of what a harmonisation of social policies would bring.

While the founding Member States believed that European integration, 
and the enlargement of the EU, would lead to convergence in the region, 
today we see less trust between Member States and an unwillingness to 
help out other Member States in need. Brexit was triggered to a large ex-
tent by voters unwilling to share their welfare with workers from other 
Member States, and Greece was almost forced out of the Eurozone be-
cause the richer countries were unwilling to help the Greeks in a way that 

2 The European project of peace, prosperity, and 
solidarity, and its initial achievements, were so im-
pactful that the Greens, cautious in the 70s and 80s, 
decided to transform themselves from an EU-crit-
ical party (in at least some Member States they 
didn’t trust the European project, which they saw as 
an elite project not paying enough attention to the 
needs of the ordinary people) to a proponent of EU 
integration (while continuing to fight against pro-
jects that they see as harmful for the European peo-
ple, such as TTIP – the Transatlantic Trade and In-
vestment Partnership). the Greens have thus played 
an important role in making Europe what it is today: 
they have successfully managed to put the environ-
ment and the rights of sexual minorities on the po-
litical agenda, and their system of gender-balanced 
co-presidents has made some other parties think 
about introducing a similar model (on this, see the 
book “Green Parties, Green Future” by Per Gahr-
ton, former MP and MEP of the Swedish Greens). 
 

http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/content/uploads/2016/11/GEJ_Third_Print_Edition.pdf
http://ecowin.at/buch/europa-ist-die-loesung/
http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/europestruestories
http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/europestruestories
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/the-european-crisis-and-its-challenges-for-the-greens/
http://www.lecho.be/economie_politique/europe_economie/Philippe_Maystadt_Il_faut_un_ministre_des_Finances_de_la_zone_euro.9715982-3167.art?ckc=1
http://ttip2016.eu/blog/id-30-reasons-why-greens-oppose-ttip.html
http://ttip2016.eu/blog/id-30-reasons-why-greens-oppose-ttip.html
http://www.plutobooks.com/display.asp?K=9780745333397&st1=green%2Bparties&sf1=kword_index%2Cpublisher&sort=sort_pluto&m=1&dc=1
http://www.plutobooks.com/display.asp?K=9780745333397&st1=green%2Bparties&sf1=kword_index%2Cpublisher&sort=sort_pluto&m=1&dc=1
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would benefit not only the (mainly foreign-owned) financial institutions of 
the country but also Greece’s impoverished population.

Second Class Europeans

Moreover, for many of those Member States that joined in and after 2004, 
EU accession came at a time when they were still in the process of transi-
tioning to a market economy, and were thus trying to mediate the accompa-
nying high unemployment (which had been almost non-existent in times of 
communism), deindustrialisation, and increased competition. For them, the 
EU came with the promise of bringing them closer to a European standard 
of living, but soon brought up feelings of being “second class” Europeans. 
According to Michael Rustin, Professor of the University of East London 
the EU enlargement process was neoliberal in its nature, and therefore 
the EU population grew hand in hand with the widening disparity wages 
and living standards within it; or as Marta Tycner, historian and member 
of the Polish Razem party, has phrased it: “In order to stay competitive, 
the post-communist countries [who joined the EU after 2004] have to keep 
their wages low. And their governments are eager to push them down.”

There is even an opinion according to which this idea was unfeasible to 
begin with: the Hungarian sociologist Márk Áron Éber writes that the coun-
tries of East and Central Europe have become competitors in the process 
of post-1989 development, thus mutually hampering each other’s efforts.

Polish sociologist Izabella Bukraba-Rylska highlights examples of misguided 
policies at the EU level, such as too many manufacturers being eliminated 
from the Polish market, just because the Ministry of Agriculture applied 
the guidelines of the EU without taking their immediate consequences 
into consideration. 

This wasn’t always so obvious; Central Europe was for many years seen 
as a success story. Fareed Zakaria [paywall], the author, of the influential 
article “The Rise of Illiberal Democracy”, in the late 90s named Poland, 
Hungary, and the Czech Republic as examples of countries that had suc-
cessfully moved from communism to liberal democracy, and had creat-
ed a state that protects individual rights and creates a framework of law 
and administration. But the differences inside the EU have been too big 
to bridge. “In 2004, when Poland joined the EU, its GDP per capita stood 
at around $6,600; in the United Kingdom, the figure was $38,300. These 
vast differences in income levels encouraged millions of eastern Euro-
peans to head westward,” writes Matthias Matthijs, Assistant Professor 
of International Political Economy at Johns Hopkins University’s School 
of Advanced International Studies. Now Hungary is experimenting with 
“illiberal democracy”, while Poland follows suit, and even the Czech and 
Slovak leaders are embracing anti-European rhetoric.

Losers in the West

But the problem by no means affects only East and Central Europe. Greek 
Greens Zoe Vrontisi and Yannis Paraskevopoulos write that the EU’s ob-
session with competitiveness leads to short-sighted policies that squeeze 
labour costs, especially in the southern Member States. Economist John 
Weeks emphasises that the current construction of the EU market strength-
ens the inequalities between Member States, one example being that the 
absence of direct and overt subsidies (prohibited in the EU) has led to 

https://www.lwbooks.co.uk/blog/the-referendum-and-the-crisis-of-neoliberalism-in-europe
http://politicalcritique.org/cee/2016/the-eus-second-periphery/
http://ujegyenloseg.hu/miert-nem-zarkoztunk-fel-a-nyugathoz-1989-utan-2/
http://nowyobywatel.pl/2014/04/30/unia-euro-miejska/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/1997-11-01/rise-illiberal-democracy
https://www.sais-jhu.edu/sites/default/files/Matthijs%20FA%20Jan%3AFeb%202017%20Europe%20After%20Brexit.pdf
http://www.protagon.gr/apopseis/ideas/i-evrwpi-kai-i-antagwnistikotita-29353000000
https://www.socialeurope.eu/2016/09/eu-agenda-reform-not-business-usual/
https://www.socialeurope.eu/2016/09/eu-agenda-reform-not-business-usual/
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wage repression as the only basis of export surpluses (which would help 
decrease external imbalances) for the countries in the South.

Economist Avinash Persaud goes as far as to call the behaviour of the Brexit 
Leave-voters “highly rational”, as the adjustment costs from trade liberali-
sation were borne predominantly by the those who voted to leave the EU: 
less-skilled and older workers (The Bertelsmann Foundation’s study also 
shows that the lower-skilled and those with an intermediate education run 
the highest risk of falling into long-term unemployment in the EU, while 
the study of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation suggests that there has been 
no progress on social cohesion in Europe).

Kevin O’Rourke, Economics Professor at Oxford University, argues that 
these problems should have been obvious for quite some time: in 2005, a 
French referendum rejected the so-called ‘Constitutional Treaty’ by a con-
vincing margin and the campaign surrounding this referendum ended up 
becoming a debate about globalisation. “Opponents of the treaty pointed 
to the outsourcing of jobs to cheap labour competitors in Eastern Europe, 
and to the famous Polish plumber. Predictably enough, professionals voted 
overwhelmingly in favour of the treaty, while blue-collar workers, clerical 
workers, and farmers rejected it. The net result was a clear rejection of 
the treaty”, he writes. At that time, no one took this problem seriously, in-
stead the European elites decided to “repackage the treaty, give it a new 
name, and push it through regardless”; now it is called the Lisbon Treaty.

And this is how we have arrived at where Europe finds itself right now: 
“a revolt of the insecure against post-national elites, a rebellion of the 
provincial against the metropolitan, a conflict between the winners and 
losers of globalisation,” – as Ralf Fücks, President of the Heinrich Böll 
Foundation has written.

The Inability to Talk

For the past decades, there has been a Europe-wide reluctance to coop-
erate: instead of the Finns teaching all of Europe about education; the 
French about health care; the Germans about flexible employment; and the 
Swedes about gender equality, European politics “has become too much 
about how each nation would like the world to be, and too little about what 
produces tangible results,” write former Green Member of the European 
Parliament (MEP) Daniel Cohn-Bendit and Felix Marquardt, co-founder 
of the Al-Kawakibi Foundation.

There is no public space where European ideas could be discussed and 
where people could exchange their ideas, visions as well as frustrations 
about Europe, or as Benoît Lechat put it, there are no “transnational spaces 
in which alternative viewpoints are forced to engage in open-ended dia-
logue.” Instead we see a multitude of different national interests and opin-
ions, none of them willing to compromise. (For the application of the Haber-
masian idea to the EU level, see Eurosphere’s working paper on the topic.)

In the last few years, this inability to talk has become even more marked. 
“The Eurozone crisis has uncovered an enormous rift between Member 
States,” writes Catherine De Vries, Professor of European Politics at the 
University of Oxford. According to her, Europe’s citizens have fundamen-
tally different policy preferences. Her research suggests that Eurosceptics 
in the Northern Member States are primarily worried about intra-EU mi-
gration, while in the crisis-stricken countries of the South it is fiscal aus-

http://voxeu.org/article/brexit-and-other-harbingers-return-dangers-1930s
http://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/fileadmin/files/user_upload/Studie_NW_Long-term_unemployment.pdf
http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/id/ipa/12668.pdf
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2016/08/24/the-lesson-from-brexit-is-that-too-much-market-and-too-little-state-invites-a-backlash/
https://www.boell.de/en/2016/06/24/after-brexit-quo-vadis-eu
http://www.cohn-bendit.eu/en/ct/434-The-fix-for-Europe-%3A-People-power-#center
https://bureaudehelling.nl/artikel/debating-in-the-maelstrom
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2016/07/06/brexit-unifying-europe/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2016/07/06/brexit-unifying-europe/
http://catherinedevries.eu/DeVriesPaperEUI.pdf
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terity and widespread unemployment that has turned people against the 
EU. Nicolai von Ondarza, researcher at the German think tank SWP has a 
similar opinion, arguing that the many different opinions and (perceived) 
national/group-interests are not currently compatible with what has to be 
done in order to stabilise the EU3.

This also applies to the hegemonic discourse of the Western EU members. 
Dutch sociologist Willem Schinkel calls the dominant attitude of Europe’s 
nations “euro-narcissism”, arguing that many countries believe that their 
values are superior and that is the reason why tourists, migrants, refugees, 
and terrorists come to their territory. They therefore also never consider 
adapting, changing, and understanding what influences they have and had 
on other countries, for example on the formerly colonised nations whose 
inhabitants are now knocking on Europe’s doors.

Péter Ungár, a member of the Hungarian Green party LMP, extends this 
attitude to the relationship between the core EU members and the pe-
riphery. He writes about the “last acceptable form of racism among the 
liberal-Left: the denigration of Eastern Europeans.” According to him, 
the success of Eurosceptic politicians, such as Hungarian Prime Minister 
Viktor Orbán is due to the European liberal and Left-wing elites’ lack of 
compassion and unwillingness to accept that “the crisis of the EU, its in-
ability to handle the migrant crisis, has prompted many citizens to place 
their trust in the nation state.”

Fortunately, however, the most recent developments seem to suggest a 
parallel trend: former Portuguese MEP Rui Tavares points out that the 
electoral victory of the Green party’s candidate, Alexander van der Bellen, 
in the Austrian presidential elections has shown that there are still people 
who see that real “patriots” are cosmopolitans rather than nationalists, 
as they understand that today’s challenges cannot be tackled only on the 
level of the nation state.

Design Failures of the  
Monetary Union

“The euro came to stand on uneven legs. Little wonder then that it would limp 
along.” This critique comes from Jacques Delors, one of the architects of the com-
mon currency, but his is far from the only critical voice regarding Europe’s common 
currency. Its design flaws are manifold, and if they are left unaddressed new crises 
will follow. And these crises will have enormous effects on our social wellbeing.

To summarise the background of today’s economic malaise: the design 
of the Euro has not allowed Eurozone member countries to depreciate 
their currencies against those of their trading partners, therefore German 
productivity has increased, while for the countries of the southern periph-
eries this same lack of depreciation meant the kind of stable purchasing 
power and easy credit that allowed them to pretend that their economy 
was healthy (regardless of the unbalanced flows of goods, and the accu-
mulation of debt). This risky strategy backfired once the global financial 
crisis hit Europe, as European banks in the pre-crisis years had purchased 

3 A Wikistrat study on the breakup of the EU argues 
that besides the continent-wide economic stagna-
tion that left Europe’s people without incentives to 
support EU integration, there is also a trend of “in-
creasing localism” that favours a decentralised ap-
proach over multinational solutions, and is exempli-
fied by the high levels of support for independence 
in the Spanish region of Catalonia (Nicola McEwen, 
Professor of Territorial Politics at the University of 
Edinburgh, and Roccu Garoby, policy advisor for 
the Greens/EFA have a different interpretation of 
the issue, they see regionalism as a possible driv-
er of European integration). The Czech political 
analysts Jiri Pehe and Jan Štern write that politics 
in Europe has remained increasingly local in the 
years following the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
and especially small and medium sized countries, 
such as the Czech Republic, were therefore unable 
to keep pace politically with the developments of 
globalisation. 

https://www.boell.de/de/2016/07/04/strategische-herausforderungen-fuer-die-eu-nach-dem-brexit-votum
https://decorrespondent.nl/4263/europa-de-voortzetting-van-de-oorlog-met-andere-middelen/42502408410-7a1b93f3
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/in-defence-of-borders-hungary-immigration-eu/18606#.WHaB4rYrLpD
https://www.publico.pt/2016/12/05/mundo/noticia/valores-que-vencem-1753640
http://wikistrat.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Wikistrat-The-EU-Breakup.pdf
http://wikistrat.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Wikistrat-The-EU-Breakup.pdf
http://wikistrat.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Wikistrat-The-EU-Breakup.pdf


The European Patient A Diagnosis of the EU’s Maladies  		  11

a massive number of US mortgage-backed securities, and there has been a 
wave of deregulation across Europe. University of Texas Austin Economics 
Professor James K. Galbraith has described in his recent book how Greece 
fell prey to these processes: once European banks started dumping their 
toxic debt and asking their governments to put together rescue plans, a 
country with 3 percent of the EU’s population, and 2 percent of its GDP, 
was not important enough for decision-makers to be saved.

The Nobel-laureate Paul Krugman sees the economic problems of Europe, 
like most Anglo-Saxon economists, “through the lens of optimum curren-
cy area theory”, meaning that a common currency cannot work without 
a common government, because without that Member States do not the 
fiscal or monetary tools to respond adequately to external shocks4.

The economic analysts Richard Baldwin and Daniel Gros argue that in 2007 
the “Eurozone was a crisis waiting to happen”, in part because its massive 
imbalances either went unnoticed, or were in some cases perceived as a 
positive feature of the European Monetary Union (EMU): the big capital 
flows from core nations to the periphery were treated as evidence that the 
euro was fostering real convergence. 

Enrico Spolaore of Tufts University argues that the main problem was the 
belief that the incomplete and partial integration of the Eurozone could 
always be overcome with further integration, in a “chain-reaction” towards 
an “ever-closer union.” However, Jean Monnet’s famous sentence “Europe 
will be forged in crises, and will be the sum of the solutions adopted for 
those crises” did not hold when it came to a global financial crisis, and a 
great recession. Although many of the problems now seem obvious, even 
the IMF did not recognise them, as the Fund has looked at the Eurozone 
crisis with a “Europe is different” mindset, according to the analysis of the 
Independent Evaluation Office of the International Monetary Fund.37 A 
few renowned European economists write in a joint article about the lack 
of a shared vision on the standards of political and institutional cohesion 
that would be required to make the European Monetary Union viable.

Charles Wyplosz, Economics Professor of the Graduate Institute in Geneva 
has identified six major problems with the monetary union: due to flaws 
in the treaties, fiscal discipline didn’t work; the Banking Union is still in-
complete; the European Central Bank is not a complete central bank and 
faces an array of national constituencies that have different interests and 
a different understanding of what central banking means; the Eurozone 
architecture did not anticipate that Member States might need sovereign 
debt relief; too many solutions are based on intrusiveness; and the euro-
zone has no provisions for crisis management.

Former president of the European Commission Jacques Delors agrees that 
there were serious flaws in the Monetary Union as “those [features of the 
EMU] aiming for greater cooperation and economic coordination between 
Member States seemed too difficult to implement and were discarded. 
The euro came to stand on uneven legs. Little wonder then that it would 
limp along,” he writes in the foreword to a study by the Delors Institute. 
The study, authored among others by Henrik Enderlein, Director of the 
Delors Institute, and Enrico Letta, former Italian Prime Minister, argues 
that today’s vulnerable euro and the uncertainties surrounding the EMU 
are among the root causes of some of Europe’s main economic and social 
weaknesses. They add that Europe will be hit by a new economic crisis, 
and that if the structural weaknesses of the EMU are not addressed, we 
might even see more severe crises then the ones following 2008.

4 A longer analysis by Krugman34 on the theory of 
the optimum currency area theory, and how the 
materialisation of the monetary union differs from 
theory can be found here)

http://wikistrat.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Wikistrat-The-EU-Breakup.pdf
http://krugman.blogs.nytimes.com/2016/06/17/when-virtue-fails/
https://www.ceps.eu/publications/what-caused-eurozone-crisis
http://sites.tufts.edu/enricospolaore/files/2012/08/The-Political-Economy-of-European-Integration.pdf
http://www.ieo-imf.org/ieo/files/completedevaluations/EAC%20-%20Full%20Report.pdf
http://cepr.org/active/publications/policy_insights/viewpi.php?pino=85
http://www.economic-policy.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/The-Eurozone-after-stress-testing.pdf
http://www.institutdelors.eu/media/repair-and-prepare-growth-and-the-euro-after-brexit.pdf?pdf=ok
http://www.nber.org/chapters/c12759.pdf
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In an interview-based book with Wolfgang Schäuble and Michel Sapin5, 
the German and the French finance ministers have argued that the euro-
zone countries were much better off during the crisis with the Euro as their 
currency than they would have been without it. However, Finnish Green 
Party Leader Osmo Soininvaara points out that in Finland many Greens 
are sceptical of this argument, as its neighbour Sweden, a country that is 
outside the Eurozone, has been doing much better than Finland in the last 
few years. Soininvaara argues that without coordination of economic pol-
icies the common currency brings more harm than good.

A Neoliberal Project

“The status quo will kill the Euro” writes Belgian Green MEP Philippe 
Lamberts, according to whom the Eurozone’s main problem is the great 
influence of the financial sector on the monetary union. Wolfgang Streeck, 
Emeritus Director of the Max Planck Institute in Cologne said in an inter-
view last year that Europe’s Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) was 
born as a neoliberal project, and might have a number of serious flaws 
that we can no longer fix.

Nobel-laureate Joseph Stiglitz sees the situation in a similar way: since 
the countries of the EU wouldn’t be willing to agree to “more Europe”, a 
Europe with a European Central Bank that cares about employment, and 
with stabilisers6 such as a common deposit insurance, Eurobonds, com-
mon welfare programmes, and the “kinds of policies that would really 
lead to convergence of the countries”, it would be better to contemplate 
leaving the euro behind. For him, the main problem is that the euro “was 
motivated by politics. There was no economic imperative to create the 
euro”, Stiglitz7 says.

Besides his critique of the euro, Stiglitz also adds that there is a “strong 
austerity ideology” in Europe, in particular in Germany, which goes against 
the broad consensus of non-European countries, according to which gov-
ernments need to stimulate the economy in order to end an economic 
downturn8.

Furthermore, it is not just the monetary union that needs adjustments. In 
order to be resilient economically there is also a need to address the lack 
of a fiscal union, which could help address the kinds of fiscal distresses 
that we have seen during the eurozone crisis 9.

French Finance Minister Emmanuel Macron and German Vice-Chancel-
lor Sigmar Gabriel see the lack of a fiscal union as one of the reasons the 
Monetary Union couldn’t provide more convergence. Additionally, the 
German political scientists Florian Sanden and Bernd Schlüter argue that 
there is a need to “lift social monitoring onto an equal footing with mac-
roeconomic surveillance”. These problems all contribute to Europeans’ 
lack of trust in their institutions and, if they are not addressed, could not 
only lead to another economic crisis but also deepen Europe’s crisis of 
confidence and legitimacy.

5 The book has been published in German as “An-
ders gemeinsam” (Hoffmann und Campe, 2016) and 
in French as “Jamais sans l’Europe” (Debats Public. 
2016).

6 According to Paul De Grauwe of the London 
School of Economics, the lack of stabilisers was 
so acute that even those that used to exist at the 
national level were abolished without having a re-
placement at the Eurozone level.

7 An extract of Stiglitz’s book can be found here, 
and an additional interview can be found here.

8 In his critique of Stiglitz Guillaume Duval, edi-
tor-in-chief of Alternatives Economiques, writes 
that there are indeed serious problems in the Eu-
rozone that have contributed to today’s problems, 
but many of them have already been addressed 
(even if they are still far from perfect): in 2014 a 
Banking Union was put in place to break the vicious 
circle between states and banks – although they 
still lack a common deposit insurance. Besides that, 
there is also need to limit trade surpluses inside the 
Eurozone, but those rules have been introduced 
as part of the Six Pack of 2011, and what is actually 
missing is courage from the part of the European 
Commission to publicly denounce German trade 
surpluses. According to Duval, even “a monetary 
policy that focuses more on employment, growth, 
and financial stability, and not just inflation” is not 
absent from the Eurozone. 

9 As described by Princeton-professor Ashoka 
Mody, as well as by Sylvester Eijffinger, Professor 
of Financial Economics at Tilburg University in his 
call for the establishment of the position of an EU 
Finance Minister.
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http://hvg.hu/gazdasag/20150728_Az_eurozona_olyan_hiba_amit_nem_lehet_ki
https://www.socialeurope.eu/2016/09/the-real-issues-of-the-eurozone-and-how-to-solve-them/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2016/09/05/interview-joseph-stiglitz-brexit-euro-mistake/
https://newrepublic.com/article/136124/an-utter-failure-joseph-stiglitz-euro-europes-uncertain-future
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/03/europe-france-germany-eu-eurozone-future-integrate
https://www.socialeurope.eu/2016/10/step-right-direction-new-european-pillar-social-rights/
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https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/aug/10/joseph-stiglitz-the-problem-with-europe-is-the-euro
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/28/business/international/how-a-currency-intended-to-unite-europe-wound-up-dividing-it.html
http://www.alterecoplus.fr/euro-pourquoi-joseph-stiglitz-se-trompe/00011827
http://bruegel.org/wp-content/uploads/imported/publications/WP_2015_03.pdf
http://bruegel.org/wp-content/uploads/imported/publications/WP_2015_03.pdf
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A Crisis of Legitimacy

The “cloud cuckoo land” of the EU, the bureaucratic, expert-driven nature of the 
Union, seemed so incomprehensible to many people in the United Kingdom that 
they couldn’t see any advantage in staying in the EU (even the Remain camp re-
frained from talking about European values). The UK population didn’t seem to 
attribute much legitimacy to the European institutions and the societal changes 
that came with European integration – and one can find similar feelings among 
the populations of other EU members. 

The perception of an unelected, undemocratic EU has not done any good 
when it comes to improving the image of the Union amongst its citizens in 
the 28 Member States, and has in large part contributed to the Brexit vote. 
The “cloud cuckoo land” of the EU, and Germany’s austerity and refugee 
policies have proven so incomprehensible to voters in the UK that even 
the campaigners of the Remain camp were unwilling to refer to the Eu-
ropean idea in their campaigns and only cited economic benefits instead, 
writes Wolfgang Streeck. The EU seemed to have lost all its legitimacy 
in this campaign. 

According to economist Anatole Kaletsky, the real obstacle to keeping 
the UK in the EU was the latter’s bureaucracy. The European Commis-
sion, for example, has become a fanatical defender of existing rules and 
regulations, even though they are irrational and destructive, just because 
they were afraid that concessions would lead to even more demands from 
other countries10. Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek adds that the EU 
bureaucracy’s ideological decisions “are more and more masked as ad-
ministrative regulations based on neutral expert knowledge, and they are 
more and more negotiated in secrecy and enforced without democratic 
consultation.” This is also the reason why the European flag as a symbol 
doesn’t work anymore: “This symbol has become that of a technocracy, a 
system run by puppet-masters,” writes German political scientist Ulrike 
Guérot. Jean Pisany-Ferry, Commissioner-General of the public think tank 
France Stratégie, adds that even serious experts’ opinions are not trusted 
anymore, they are seen as agenda-driven, biased, and naïve – even though 
they would play an important role in a democracy.

The German Greens agree to some extent with the statement that the EU 
lacks sufficient democracy, but they add that the European Parliament 
itself operates more transparently than the Bundestag or other national 
parliaments, though there is very little transparency in the decision-mak-
ing processes of the heads of government, the national ministers in the 
Council, or the Eurogroup. This also gives lobbyists a chance to influence 
European legislation. Moreover, the EU’s competencies don’t seem to be 
in line with people’s actual needs. As the current Polish Minister of Infra-
structure, Andrzej Adamczyk, wrote in an article about Polish expectations 
about EU membership: according to polls, Polish voters were expecting 
the most from EU membership in areas where EU institutions have the 
least competence, such as employment and social policy.

The EU has also become a convenient scapegoat in European politics, from 
Orbán to Cameron and from Tsipras to Kaczyński; many politicians blame 
it for things going wrong in their countries (in some cases they are right, in 
others they just divert attention from their own wrongdoings). Because of 
this, many parties define themselves in relation to the EU. A recent Wikis-

10 Ironically, bureaucracy would have been a good 
preventive to the Brexit, argues Paul Fisher, a British 
lawyer and former Oxford lecturer: if the EU had 
left no constitutional pathway for leaving, maybe 
no one would have thought of holding a referendum 
to trigger Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty. See: Paul 
Fisher: The Soviet Union made it hard for republics 
to leave — so why didn’t the EU? The Washington 
Post, Aug. 2016. https://www.washingtonpost.
com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/08/10/the-so-
viet-union-made-it-hard-for-republics-to-leave-
so-why-did-the-e-u-add-an-exit-clause/
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https://www.socialeurope.eu/2016/08/reversing-brexit/
http://europe.newsweek.com/greece-gives-europe-chance-awaken-329901
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https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/why-democracy-requires-experts-by-jean-pisani-ferry-2016-08
http://www.greens-efa.eu/legacy/fileadmin/dam/Deutsche_Delegation/Green-Declaration-On-Future-Of-EU.pdf
http://nowyobywatel.pl/2014/04/30/socjalna-alternatywa/
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trat study argued that today’s political fault lines are not between left and 
right anymore; instead the divide opposes liberals and internationalists 
against conservatives and nationalists. And very often one side sees the 
EU institutions as accomplices of the enemy.

Additionally, Heikki Sairanen, a Finnish Green party activist argues that 
the EU is dominated by conservative and pro-business right; while Czech 
journalist Jakub Patočk writes that many of the pro-European leaders are 
unfit to represent European values due to their backgrounds – as an example 
he refers to Jean-Claude Juncker’s involvement in the Luxleaks scandal.

Established parties don’t seem to find their place in this system anymore, 
write Jan Erik Surotchak and Thibault Muzergues, they are now “faced with 
the need to fundamentally transform themselves in order to survive, both 
ideologically by redefining and re-politicising what had so far been tech-
nical issues, and institutionally by lightening their operations and making 
their structures more manoeuvrable.” Finally, Green MEP Benedek Jávor 
and Razem member Marta Tycner also complain that the traditional social 
democratic parties are protecting the status quo in the EU, and don’t seem 
to realise that there is a ticking time bomb under the whole construction of 
the EU. Sorting out the problems of established parties is especially impor-
tant, because these remain the most significant pro-Europe forces today 
(besides the Greens and to some extent the radical left); without them the 
fight to save Europe will become even harder.

Disruptive Attitudes

In the United Kingdom, the presence of citizens from Poland and other 
Central and Eastern European countries (as well as the presence of ref-
ugees from war-torn countries) was one of the leading issues (if not the 
principal motif) in the Leave campaign.

Provincial England, which mainly voted to leave the EU, vocally expressed 
its disapproval of the increasing number of migrants in the public sphere, 
writes Małgorzata Kopka, Programme Coordinator of the Heinrich Böll 
Foundation’s Warsaw Office. Racism and anti-immigrant sentiments are 
becoming the new normal for Europe, and they have already led to casu-
alties in the UK: prior to the referendum, Jo Cox, a British Labour MP 
with a pro-refugee position was shot dead by a white supremacist, while 
a few months after the referendum a Polish man, Arek Jozwik, was killed 
by a teenage mob outside a pizza restaurant, just because they heard him 
speak in his mother tongue11. 

Whilst xenophobia and anti-immigrant sentiments were an obvious driver 
for Brexit (or as Wolfgang Streeck puts it in the very first sentence of one of 
his papers: “It is now clear that a major, if not the most important, reason 
why the British voted to leave the European Union was immigration.”), for 
some reason these attitudes weren’t taken seriously in Western Europe, 
while in the Eastern Member States this hatred was perceived as the norm 
and branded a serious threat by Western observers, writes Marta Tycner.

Now we are at a point when commentators in East and Central Europe are 
just as worried about the developments in the West, as their Western coun-
terparts are about the new Member States. A good example is Romanian 
journalist Ovidiu Nahoi’s concerned analysis of the attitudes dominating 
the French public sphere ahead of the elections.

11 For an analysis of post-Brexit xenophobia, see 
also SOAS Professor Laleh Khalili’s article, and jour-
nalist Homa Khaleeli’s article on post-Brexit “cele-
bratory racism.”

http://wikistrat.wpengine.netdna-cdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Europes-New-Political-Divide.pdf
http://sairanen.org/wordpress/blog/2016/07/10/4-poliittista-voimaa-jotka-maaravat-euroopan-suunnan/
http://denikreferendum.cz/clanek/23250-mrzi-nas-odchod-britu-tak-zmenme-eu-aby-se-do-ni-chteli-vratit
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/running-out-of-time-why-democratising-europe-cannot-wait/
http://cz.boell.org/en/2016/07/22/brexit-polish-perspective-warsaw-and-london
http://speri.dept.shef.ac.uk/2016/09/04/new-speri-paper-by-wolfgang-streeck-exploding-europe/
http://politicalcritique.org/world/eu/2016/brexits-lessons-for-eastern-europe-and-vice-versa/
http://dilemaveche.ro/sectiune/pe-ce-lume-traim/articol/viitorul-europei-se-poate-decide-in-franta
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/after-brexit-reckoning-with-britains-racism-and-xenophobia/
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/jun/29/frenzy-hatred-brexit-racism-abuse-referendum-celebratory-lasting-damage


The European Patient A Diagnosis of the EU’s Maladies  		  15

For a long time, the Western Member States were seen as open, progres-
sive societies that always managed to restrain and tame the extreme right, 
therefore no one saw their Eurosceptic, antidemocratic, racist forces as a 
real threat to the European project. Now, after Brexit and the unexpect-
ed popularity of Donald Trump in the United States, the extremist threat, 
and its manifestation as right-wing populist rhetoric is seriously discussed  
(see former Israeli Foreign Minister, Shlomo Ben-Ami on the similarities 
between populism in the past and the present, as well as former German 
Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer on populism’s impact on the future of 
the West12).

But mainstream politics still doesn’t seem to understand what is at stake. 
René Cuperus, Senior Research Fellow at the Wiardi Beckman Founda-
tion, think tank of the Dutch Labour Party/PvdA, writes that despite the 
large populist threat “establishment politics and its cosy circles of poli-
cymakers continue with business as usual – as if there were still a stable, 
harmonious society, with a great capacity for flexible adaptation and per-
manent reform13.”

No Knowledge of Advantages

A major problem for the European Union is that very often the advantag-
es of the EU are not obvious even for those who benefit from them, write 
the German Greens Anna Cavazzini, Stephan Bischoff, and Terry Reintke. 
Moreover, forces at the national level contribute to this lack of understand-
ing: economist Vincente Navarro writes that the economic and financial 
establishments of Member States often support public policies that come 
down from the Troika and the EU establishment, and justify them it by 
saying: “There are no alternatives.” 

Brexit is a prime example of scapegoating the EU: campaigners of the 
Leave camp promised to increase their spending on the National Health 
Service (NHS) and curb immigration once the country was out of the EU 
– ignoring the fact that it was originally the United Kingdom that decid-
ed to open its labour market to the work force coming from the Eastern 
Member States (years before Germany and other older EU Member States 
did so), and the amount of the country’s spending on the NHS budget was 
also based on sovereign decisions of the government, it wasn’t pressured 
by any outside force.

Another extreme example of scapegoating the EU is Hungary’s anti-EU 
propaganda surrounding refugees. Here Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has 
used the issue of refugee quotas to blame European integration for all that 
has gone wrong. In short, his argument against the EU is the following: 
European bureaucrats are forcing a sovereign country to take in and feed 
people who might pose a threat to its culture and the security of its people, 
and if the country dared to refuse to accept a refugee on its soil it would 
be forced to pay a “solidary contribution” of EUR 250 000, the equivalent 
of what an average citizen would earn after 40 years of hard work. So the 
message is clear: according to Orbán, the EU wants the country to divert 
its funds from helping its people to aiding non-citizens (in reality it is the 
massive misappropriation of EU cohesion funds by the Hungarian govern-
ment that leads to less spending in those areas where the public and EU 
funds are badly needed; see also the article of the Green MEPs Bart Staes 
and Benedek Javor on this issue).

But, luckily, European voters seem to be more aware of this problem than 
the policymakers and analysts who try to interpret today’s attitudes. A 

12 Sławomir Sierakowski, Director of the Institute 
for Advanced Study in Warsaw adds that populism 
can easily turn into a “war on women” in some parts 
of Europe, while Joanna Maycock, Secretary-Gen-
eral of the European Women’s Lobby describes the 
effects of the crisis on women’s rights.

13 Although these feelings are very often activated 
by economic hardships, many current scientific 
papers have found that those who vote for populist 
politicians are not always the ones who are most 
hit by the crisis: the proponents of Brexit and the 
supporters of populists are people who already 
have prejudices against those who are different, 
and who prefer a leader who is tough on crime and 
supports capital punishment (See the analyses of 
Alasdair Rae, Eric Kaufmann, Torsten Bell, as well 
as Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris; for a maga-
zine-style overview of the rise of the phenomenon, 
see Zack Beauchamp’s article, and read Ian Buruma  
on how populists are often backed and supported 
by less educated, “newly rich” people who don’t 
feel accepted by the establishment). Knowing that 
these regressive attitudes are present in our socie-
ties will require us to openly address them.
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study by the Hungarian think tank Policy Solutions found that even though 
anti-EU sentiments are growing, the picture looks less grim for the EU if 
looked at it in the larger context: they found that European citizens still 
have more trust in the EU institutions than in their own national political 
leadership. Therefore, the problem needs to be seen as a “disappointment 
in the entire political system across the continent,” and not simply a dis-
appointment in the European project. Yanis Varoufakis, former Finance 
Minister of Greece sees this similarly: in his opinion there is a global fight 
between the right-wing populists and the old establishment bloc which 
“represents the old troika of liberalization, globalization, and financializa-
tion”. In its ranks we can find David Cameron, Europe’s social democrats, 
Hillary Clinton, the European Commission, and even Greece’s post-ca-
pitulation Syriza government, and in this context voters no longer know 
who to put their trust in.

Ngaire Woods, Dean of the Blavatnik School of Government adds that there 
is also a lack of good leaders that could help Europe overcome its prob-
lems, as “politics has become a matter of self-promotion – and a race for 
ratings.” Today’s politicians behave like celebrities, and there aren’t enough 
politicians who would be willing to put the greater good ahead of their own 
interests14. Economists Jean-Paul Fitoussi and Khalid Malik argue that to-
day the EU leaders puts abstract economic indicators before actual people, 
and very often don’t see the point of spending on fundamental needs, such 
as health and education. This in turn has an adverse impact on creativity 
and innovation, which goes hand-in-hand with a sense of disillusionment. 
As Anna Triandafyllidou, Professor at the Global Governance Programme 
of the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, writes: “we stopped 
believing what the collective can achieve.”

The Perception of the Irreparable Europe

Monica Frassoni, Co-President of the European Green Party, argues that 
the people of Europe are inclined to see the EU as irreparable; while they 
see a change in governments as a solution to problems on the national 
level, on the European level they demand the dismantling of the whole 
construction in order to overcome current difficulties.

This is most obvious in the case of Brexit, where both the Conservative 
and Labour parties had politicians in their ranks who supported an exit 
from the European Union. Therefore, it is no wonder, that there are also 
movements and individuals on the Left who believe the EU cannot and 
should not be saved. 

Lee Jones, a Reader in International Politics at Queen Mary University 
of London writes “the European Union is the enemy of left internation-
alism, not its friend.” In his opinion, the Left cannot convincingly defend 
the European Union, and therefore the extreme Right is benefiting from 
all the Euroscepticism in society. According to Lee the “vast majority of 
Europeans remain primarily attached to and interested in national demo-
cratic politics” and the Left doesn’t seem to be in a good enough shape to 
start a revolution and win the hearts and minds of Left-leaning citizens for 
the EU-project. Stathis Kouvelakis, a former member of the Syriza central 
committee, has a similar opinion. According to him, the EU was a “project 
built by and for elites, and which did not enjoy popular support,” something 
the Left needed to understand in order to avoid playing into the hands of 
racists and xenophobes15. 

14 Joschka Fischer decries a similar lack of bold 
leaders in Europe.

15 See also British writer Tariq Ali’s video speech 
against the EU, and an article by András Istvánffy, 
leader of the Hungarian radical left-wing 4K! party 
who argues that Left-wing parties of Europe are 
caught in a trap: they support the EU as the lesser 
evil against Right-wing, populistic and Eurosceptic 
forces, and thereby they make it impossible for the 
Left either to make the exit as progressive as possi-
ble, or turn the EU itself into social Europe. In order 
to transform Europe, the Left needs to be willing to 
consider exiting the EU. For them, the only accept-
able EU should be a social Europe.
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https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/why-voters-distrust-establishment-political-parties-by-ngaire-woods-2016-08?barrier=accessreg
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/eu-policies-prioritizing-wellbeing-by-jean-paul-fitoussi-and-khalid-malik-2016-08?barrier=accessreg
http://www.debatingeurope.eu/2016/09/12/will-take-restore-public-hope-optimism-future/#.WHV8QrYrLpB
http://www.huffingtonpost.it/monica-frassoni/brexit-gran-bretagna-unione-europea-_b_10615588.html
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/09/yanis-varoufakis-eu-syriza-diem25-europe-brexit/
http://www.versobooks.com/blogs/2726-the-eu-can-t-be-reformed
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y9MRwXjSYW4
http://reflektor.hu/velemeny/az-ujbaloldal-nagy-tabuja-a-kilepes-az-eu-bol
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The Inability to Act  
as a Global Actor

For many years, Europe was admired for its “soft power” approach in interna-
tional affairs that came with the promise of redefining “old notions of power and 
influence.” However, the severity of the crises and conflicts surrounding Europe 
requires the EU to reinvent its foreign policy approach in order to find a holistic 
approach to address the root causes of international threats.

In international affairs the EU has long been seen as the “friendlier face 
of the West”, a Western actor that didn’t have “the aggressive image of 
the United States” writes Nathaniel Copsey in his book “Rethinking the 
European Union”. Political strategist Parag Khanna has even called it a 
“metrosexual superpower”, because “just as metrosexuals are redefining 
masculinity, Europe is redefining old notions of power and influence.”

A decade ago Europeans (and much of the world along with them) still 
believed that European “soft power” (such as economic clout and cultur-
al appeal) would make the use of hard power in international affairs less 
necessary. And even in 2012, when the Nobel Peace Prize was awarded to 
the European Union, there were opinions according to which this award 
could set the stage for the EU to increase its influence in world affairs, 
and make the European style of soft power politics the dominant tool in 
international affairs. Daniel Cohn-Bendit even suggested that this would 
be the time for the EU to try to gain a seat on the UN Security Council “as 
a peaceful power.”

However, after the conflict in Ukraine broke out, it became all too evident 
that the soft power approach didn’t work as well as people on the progres-
sive Left hoped. While Europe has placed its faith in soft methods, such as 
sanctions (war without weapons), Russia was “leaning increasingly towards 
a military solution”, wrote Green MEP Rebecca Harms, adding that the 
Europeans had made too many concessions in the Ukraine conflict, hop-
ing “that these would help create peace and security for the Ukrainians,” 
yet in practice just potentially prolonging the conflict.

With the conflict in Ukraine, and a number of other “simmering tensions” 
in the neighbourhood, that could be ignited at any moment, Europe is fo-
cusing on immediate crisis management, which diverts its attention from 
“thorough reflection on a holistic foreign policy critical to addressing the 
causes of instability”, writes Charlotte Beck, Program Director for Foreign 
& Security Policy at the Heinrich Böll office in Washington DC. The lack 
of a holistic policy is most visible in Syria, where the EU found itself in a 
“second-tier position” among international actors, even though many of 
the “war’s humanitarian, economic, and security consequences fall on EU 
countries”, writes former French diplomat Marc Pierini in his analysis. Not 
to mention that there is a lack of consensus among the EU’s member states 
on whether and how to confront Russian aggression, as political analyst 
Andrew A. Michta points out.

Moreover, Juraj Mesík of the Slovak Foreign Policy Association warns the 
dangers are still not taken seriously, as Germany and other Western Euro-
pean countries are seriously contemplating investing in the Nord Stream 
II project which would not only lead to a greater dependence on fossil fu-

https://he.palgrave.com/page/detail/rethinking-the-european-union-nathaniel-copsey/?sf1=barcode&st1=9781137341662
http://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/27/the-metrosexual-superpower/
http://www.cohn-bendit.eu/en/ct/343-Nobel-Peace-Prize%3A-EU-gets-timely-wake-up-call#center
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/i-never-thought-it-would-be-easy-eu-foreign-policy-and-ukraine/
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/greening-our-foreign-policy-of-visions-principles-and-contradictions/
http://carnegieeurope.eu/2016/08/18/in-search-of-eu-role-in-syrian-war/j3q3
http://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/65041
https://eu.boell.org/en/2016/08/26/nord-stream-ii-shaking-hands-devil
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els, but would also indirectly finance the Kremlin’s “hybrid warfare” that 
is fought not only with weapons, but also with propaganda16.

There are similar problems when it comes to providing humanitarian 
help: “The failure of the EU’s established crisis management revealed the 
core problem behind the refugee crisis,” writes Bodo Weber, a Senior Fel-
low at the Berlin-based Democratization Policy Council. This has turned 
a manageable humanitarian emergency into an “existential issue for the 
EU” (The French economist Jean-Paul Fitoussi has branded today’s EU a 
“soviet” Europe, in the sense that it is building walls between itself and the 
rest of the world; on the EU’s failures see also Rebecca Harms’ article on 
the past shortfalls of the EU, Ska Keller about the EU-related aspects of the 
refugee crisis, and Pierre Vimont, Senior Associate at Carnegie Europe on 
the complexity of today’s migration situation). According to Weber, Angela 
Merkel’s risk averseness and lack of vision and strategies has played a great 
role in preventing the EU from addressing structural problems. By the time 
Germany opened its borders to some of the refugees in 2015, thousands 
had lost their lives on the way to Europe, and, as Daniel Cohn-Bendit puts 
it, the “EU governments have consistently blocked attempts to ensure EU 
border policies also focus on saving lives at sea and deciding which coun-
tries take responsibility for those saved. They have also failed to ensure 
that those seeking refuge can access asylum systems safely.”

The Member States of the EU have seen an international breakthrough in 
international climate negotiations (see article by Radostina Primova and 
Kathrin Glastra) however, when it comes to international trade, the EU, 
regardless of the softness of its power, is listed among the bad guys, it is 
usually featured on top of Oxfam’s “double standards index,” amongst 
other reasons for “contradicting world trade rules by putting the interests 
of big drug companies before the 2 billion people in the world who cannot 
access essential medicines.” Moreover, Timothy Garton Ash adds: the EU 
is responsible (together with the U.S.) “for the shameful stalling of the Doha 
round of world trade talks” whose fundamental objective is to improve the 
trading prospects of developing countries.

LSE Economics Professor Paul De Grauwe adds that free trade agree-
ments (similar to the currently debated CETA and TTIP) have come with 
great hidden -social and environmental- costs: “while globalisation went 
full speed, industrial countries reduced the redistributive and protective 
mechanisms that were set up in the past to help those that were hit by 
negative market forces”, he writes. And it is no wonder that these effects 
are not only felt by the masses who are left behind, but have also alienated 
them from their political leaders17.

And shockingly, there are cases when even Green parties tend to forget 
about the adverse effects of free trade, writes Green MEP Tamás Mesze-
rics: “On the global level Greens have very serious ideas on this topic, 
nevertheless, when it comes to the European neighbourhood policy, they 
seem to avoid asking whether or not free trade is beneficial for partner 
states inside this system.”

Concluding Remarks

There is a lot to be worried about in today’s European Union. Looking at 
the available analyses, we can be certain that the malaise of Europe is far 
from over. Saving Europe will require hard work from pro-European forces.

16 In addition, for the difficulty reconciling Europe-
an security, and human rights in the Middle East, see 
the analysis of Judy Dempsey, Senior Associate at 
Carnegie Europe.

17 See also how Greens can fight back hand in hand 
with civil society, by Green MEP Michel Reimon, as 
well as by the activist and filmmaker Thomas Fazi.
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https://www.boell.de/en/2016/05/25/refugee-crisis-uncovers-past-shortfalls
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/it-is-a-catastrophe-interview-with-ska-keller-on-the-eus-refugee-policies/
http://carnegieeurope.eu/2016/09/12/migration-in-europe-bridging-solidarity-gap/j5bf
http://www.cohn-bendit.eu/en/ct/441-Lampedusa-tragedy-_-EU-Council#center
https://eu.boell.org/en/2016/01/26/paris-agreement-what-does-it-mean-eus-domestic-energy-policy-and-external-climate-1
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https://www.oxfam.org/en/pressroom/pressreleases/2009-10-20/eu-double-standards-threaten-leave-poor-countries-without
http://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/magazine/europestruestories
https://www.socialeurope.eu/2016/11/far-push-globalisation/
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/revising-green-values-for-a-more-effective-foreign-policy/
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/revising-green-values-for-a-more-effective-foreign-policy/
https://eu.boell.org/en/2016/09/20/european-union-and-its-southern-neighbourhood
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/citizens-david-against-ttip-goliath/
http://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/ttip-right-along/


The European Patient A Diagnosis of the EU’s Maladies  		  19

It is also fair to say that Europe’s problems did not come out of the blue; 
many of them were long-term and structural. It has been clear since at 
least the late 1970s that an “ageing, low-growth, high-unemployment, and 
high-inequality society (see Nathaniel Copsey)” cannot prosper forever 
without serious reforms. And by now it is also obvious that half-hearted 
reforms, combined with the belief that crises per se will lead to stronger 
European institutions, will not yield the kinds of results we need in order 
to save the European project and foster further integration.

This conclusion may sound evident (especially after all that Europe has 
been through over the last crisis-stricken years), but the weakness of the 
European construction was left unattended for many years, even by knowl-
edgeable experts and scholars of the European project.

Just a decade ago, few people would have thought that the EU in 2016 
would be in such bad shape as it is today. Even the Greens, never short 
of constructive criticism when it came to making the EU fairer and more 
equitable, didn’t believe that a crisis of Europe would strike so soon. At 
that time, the European Union, a post-war project bringing together 28 
peaceful and democratic European states, was branded the success sto-
ry of the 20th century, a project in which member states were “united in 
diversity”, where former arch enemies came together “to work for peace 
and prosperity, while at the same time being enriched by the continent’s 
many different cultures, traditions and languages.” As British historian 
Timothy Garton Ash put it: “Had I been cryogenically frozen in January 
2005, I would have gone to my provisional rest as a happy European.”t

As we can see in this paper, the post-2008 years have made us see things 
differently. The articles that were subjectively selected for this publication 
cover not only opinions stemming from parts of the Green movement, but 
also feature numerous thinkers from the Left and beyond. Many of them 
critically reflect on the promise of convergence that came with the intro-
duction of the common market and the single currency. While ten years 
ago there was still trust in the prospect that the new members would catch 
up and would share the prosperity of the founding members, today we are 
much less enthusiastic; the promises of bringing wealth to all countries 
of the EU did not come to pass the way we were hoping. Moreover, today 
we know that there are threats both from the outside (unfavourable trade 
deals, terrorism, and wars in our neighbourhood, etc.) and the inside (de-
sign failures of the EU institutions, a democratic deficit, reactionary move-
ments) that jeopardise the European project.

It is also evident that Europe’s citizens are well aware of the hardships 
that accompany today’s crises, no matter how misinformed or misguided 
the establishment commentators think they might be. They know that the 
prosperity promised has not materialised (the so called “post-truth” nature 
of today’s politics cannot hide this fact from them, instead it amplifies the 
grievances and makes the doomsday mood in Europe even more prevalent), 
and this is why so many citizens feel compelled to express their dissatis-
faction with the status quo, and demand change. As we see no willingness 
from (the majority of) Europe’s leaders to address problems in a construc-
tive way, “change” means for many of Europe’s citizens the abolishment 
of the EU structures, the erosion of the openness and cosmopolitanism of 
Europe, and a step out into the unknown. 

Therefore, at this point it is not enough to come up with ideas to save and 
reform Europe. Pro-European progressives need to make their voices 
heard, need to engage in debate, and need to create fora where opinions 

https://he.palgrave.com/page/detail/rethinking-the-european-union-nathaniel-copsey/?sf1=barcode&st1=9781137341662
https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/symbols/motto_en
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http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2017/01/19/is-europe-disintegrating/


The European Patient A Diagnosis of the EU’s Maladies  		  20

can reach the people to a much larger extent than today.

Now that Europe’s fairy tale of prosperity has turned into a nightmare of 
multiple crises, we need to provide Europe’s citizens more than just the 
empty promises of the past. We need to provide them with tangible, be-
lievable, and convincing arguments and visions for a genuine Union of 
the people of Europe.

When looking at the available articles, it becomes obvious that there is no 
lack of understanding today, and nor is there a shortage of ideas among 
progressives, but there is a lack of connection with the intended recipients 
of hopeful messages. As one member of the Green network signalled, “pro-
gressive left-wing critiques” of the EU are side-lined and marginalised in 
the current discourse, only appearing in “niche intellectual publications”, 
thereby not reaching the people they are supposed to reach. This needs 
to change. The Greens need to act. They need to become louder and more 
visible in order to make change happen, from Sofia to London, from Lis-
bon to Warsaw.

This year, the 60th anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Rome, could 
be a good opportunity to reflect on what we have gained with the process 
of European integration, and what we are going to lose if we let Europe 
fall apart. Therefore, Greens and like-minded progressives need to make 
their voices heard in the streets, in the media, the blogosphere, the parlia-
ments, and wherever else they can reach; the people of Europe (and the 
rest of the world) have a right to know that open-minded societies do not 
belong to the past, and that a path towards a united Europe is still open.
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