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Anthony Giddens: Turbulent and Mighty 
Continent. What Future for Europe? 
Cambridge 2014: Polity Press, 242 pp. 

This is a well-written book and a worth-
while contribution to the ongoing discus-
sion about the sources of the present prob-
lems of the European Union and about po-
tential solutions for them. The history and 
fate of the EU are unique. For the fi rst time, 
a number of independent large nation 
states have decided to transfer signifi cant 
elements of their authority and sovereignty 
to common institutions and bodies. The 
two main rationales given by its promoters 
were the securing of peace and the foster-
ing of economic growth and prosperity. 
The continuous enlargement of the Union 
from its original six founding members to 
28 members today, all of which entered the 
Union by their free decision, seems to tes-
tify to the success of this endeavour. One of 
the last and most decisive steps was the in-
troduction of the Euro as a common cur-
rency in 1999/2002 in ten member states. In 
continuation with earlier steps of integra-
tion, this signifi cant economic integration 
was explicitly conceived by its promoters, 
German chancellor Kohl and French presi-
dent Mitterand, also as a step toward deep-
er political integration. From the global 
perspective, the Euro can be considered a 
success. Aside from simplifying economic 
exchanges within the eighteen member 
countries of the Euro-zone, it became a cur-
rency able to compete with the US dollar as 
a currency used worldwide. However, the 
Euro has also opened up—corresponding 
to the predictions of many economists—a 
deep split within the EU. While the north-
ern countries, which also had a stable na-
tional currency before—especially Germa-
ny with its DM—profi ted from the new 
currency and were able to overcome the 
deep economic crisis in 2008/2009 rather 
well—the South European countries slith-
ered into a deep depression with an explo-
sion of public defi cits and unemployment. 

Greece had to be rescued from bankruptcy 
by massive foreign help. Since then, the Eu-
ro itself has been ’saved’ but the deep new 
internal EU-split persists and overall eco-
nomic growth in the EU could not recover 
in the same way it did in the United States. 

Against this backdrop, Anthony Gid-
dens proposes a solution which he de-
notes as a highly ambitious, new concept, 
radically divergent from conventional per-
spectives, a major rethinking (pp. 5, 8, 122, 
138, 161). The solution is to supplement the 
common currency with a banking and fi s-
cal union and to move it forward to a true 
Federal Union, that is, a politically inte-
grated and effective political community. 
Only in this way, so he argues, can the pre-
sent simultaneous lack of democracy, legit-
imacy, and effective leadership be over-
come. As a starting point of his analysis, 
Giddens introduces an accurate distinction 
between three governance structures: EU1, 
which includes the formal institutions 
(Commission, Council and Parliament) and 
operates along the Monnet method, that is, 
as an elite cooperation without much pub-
lic discussion and citizen’s involvement; 
EU2 as the de facto ’governing’ body, 
which includes the German chancellor and 
French president (now mainly the former 
of the two, Angela Merkel), as well as the 
heads of the European Central Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund (the fa-
mous Troika); and paper Europe, an apt term 
used to denominate ’a host of future plans, 
roadmaps, and so forth, drawn up the 
Commission and other EU agencies’, which 
form ambitious schemes and proposals 
that mostly remain empty and not realised. 
These three institutional levels resp. actors 
have not been able, and will not be able in 
the future, to solve the central problems of 
the EU, outlined before. What could or 
should an alternative system look like?

According to Giddens, a central ele-
ment of the new political system of the EU 
would be the direct election of a European 
president. He could provide an answer to 
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Kissinger’s famous question: ’Who do I call 
if I want to call Europe?’ The further insti-
tutional reforms proposed remain some-
what vague (pp. 35ff.): A fi scal union with 
a common budget within the Eurozone; 
some funding for trans-European welfare, 
health and education projects (the ’Euro-
pean social model’, however, should re-
main in national hands); a more deep in-
volvement of citizens and attempts at iden-
tity-building, such as the strengthening the 
Erasmus programs, the European Volun-
tary Service Scheme, the inclusion of elec-
tronic forms of direct democracy, and a 
strengthening of the rule of transparency, 
including a ’need’ for political leaders to 
adhere to higher standards in their private 
and public lives. Giddens also presents in-
teresting ideas on how the EU could use 
new developments in manufacture and 
services (where he argues that digital tech-
nology may be an important source of new 
jobs), and develop a new model of the wel-
fare state (a ’social investment state’) and 
strategies to come to terms with climate 
change. For reasons of space, I can focus 
here only on the discussion of the ideas 
about the institutional reform of the EU. 
I see two problems with these proposals 
and think that there exists also another vi-
sion of the mission and future of the EU. 

First, let us consider the direct election 
of a president of the EU, which for Gid-
dens would be the best strategy to combine 
leadership with popular legitimacy. How-
ever, the question is: How could a candi-
date from a certain country carry out his 
election campaign in countries with other 
languages than his or her own? What 
would be the turnout in such an election if, 
say, a Portuguese social democrat and a 
German conservative candidate ran for of-
fi ce? Certainly, many left-oriented Ger-
mans would vote for the Portuguese candi-
date, but many of them would vote for 
the German candidate from the conserva-
tive party. The outcome—considering only 
these two  cases—can easily be seen, given 

that Portugal had about ten million and 
Germany about 61 million eligible voters in 
the European elections. Similar constella-
tions would occur with a candidate from 
any other country—not to speak of a Turk-
ish candidate, a country whose EU-mem-
bership Giddens strongly advocates. How 
could the outcome of such an election pro-
vide the winner and the EU as a whole 
with high legitimacy? Maybe, candidates 
from small, polyglot countries (like Lux-
embourg) would be favoured by parties as 
candidates; but then again, is it imaginable 
that the German (or French, British, Italian, 
etc.) chancellor or prime minister would 
accept decisions made by him? EC/EU his-
tory shows that only Commission presi-
dents from large member countries (e.g., 
Walter Hallstein, Robert Jenkins, Jacques 
Delors) had real infl uence and power. 
A partial solution would be to make Eng-
lish the offi cial language of the Union (as 
Giddens proposes). But again one could 
ask here: Is it imaginable that the French, 
with their high level of cultural-linguistic 
self-consciousness, would agree? Or speak-
ers of German, which is the native lan-
guage of about 90 million people in the EU, 
compared with, maybe, 60 million native 
English speakers? It seems questionable to 
me also in the present-day era of ’super-
diversity’ as (Giddens calls it) that a real 
new form of ’interculturalism’ will develop 
among the European populations at large. 
Experiences in old, well-established multi-
cultural societies like Canada or Switzer-
land show that the members of the differ-
ent linguistic groups live by and large side 
by side but do not really form a new socio-
culturally integrated society.

My second reservation against the pro-
posal to develop the EU further into a fed-
eral state is based both on knowledge about 
citizens’ attitudes and the institutional de-
velopment of the EU. For decades, surveys 
have shown that there exists a general ac-
ceptance of integration in most member 
countries, but no enthusiasm about it and, 
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most of all, a clear rejection of the idea of 
developing the EU into a true new federal 
state. This attitude came to the fore most 
openly in the popular referenda about the 
Constitution for Europe in 2005 in France 
and the Netherlands, when clear majorities 
of the citizens rejected its implementation. 
The elitist character of European integra-
tion also became apparent in the fact that 
EU leaders then implemented the Treaty of 
Lisbon, which de facto is the European 
constitution with only some minor modifi -
cations. The other fact is that institutional 
efforts to provide the EU with a real ’lead-
er’ so far have had contrary results. Today, 
there exist three or four positions compet-
ing for primacy: Three presidents (of the 
Commission, of the European Council and 
of the European Parliament) and the six-
month presidency of the European Union.

I think that there exists a fourth Eu-
rope which Giddens neglects in his ac-
count of European integration: I call this le-
gal Europe. European integration was to 
large degree integration by law; the Euro-
pean Court of Justice has been a very deci-
sive and infl uential actor in this regard. 
This legal integration has had signifi cant 
effects not only in the economic sphere of 
market liberalisation but also in regard to 
human rights. Classical and modern social 
theorists of law, including Max Weber, 
Hans Kelsen, the fi rst EU-Commission 
president Walter Hallstein, and more re-
cently Joseph Weiler, Alec Stone Sweet and 
others, agree that law has a strong integra-
tive force even for large communities. 
Stone Sweet adds that the EC/EU is best 
seen as a community of law. The achieve-
ments and shortcomings of European inte-
gration can be seen much more clearly 
from such a perspective. Legal integration 
at once has more and less effects than insti-
tutional-organisational deepening. It has 
fewer effects because it cannot substitute 
necessary day-to-day decisions and poli-
cies. On the other side, it has also more 
long-lasting and pervasive effects. 

If we consider the EU as a community 
of law, different conclusions emerge in re-
gard to both the necessary reforms and the 
global role of the EU. Concerning the fi rst, 
we would not ask for a further develop-
ment toward a federal state. The achieve-
ments of the EU in terms of its ’govern-
mental’, directly redistributive functions 
have been modest. Its agrarian policy, the 
area where it still spends most of the mon-
ey, is considered by most experts to be a 
failure. The EU’s regional and structural 
policy supporting the development of de-
layed countries and regions can be consid-
ered as ineffective from a positive view, 
and even as negative in a critical view; 
Greece which received massive direct and 
indirect EU funding, is an outstanding ex-
ample in this regard. Leading politicians 
throughout the EU, including German 
chancellor Merkel, have openly criticised 
the fact that many detailed EU interven-
tions and regulations (tens of thousands of 
pages yearly) concerning economic life are 
counterproductive and inhibit innovation 
and economic entrepreneurship. Long-
term economic growth in the EC/EU has 
not been stronger than in North America 
or Japan, and in terms of employment the 
EU has always lagged behind. The wish of 
political leaders in neighbouring states to 
join the EU can easily be explained as a 
strategy to show leadership and foresight; 
world-wide, there exist over two hundred 
similar regional associations [Haller 2011].

I agree with Giddens that the intro-
duction of the Euro constituted a signifi -
cant step toward further integration and 
toward making the Eurozone a ’communi-
ty of fate’. However, I did not fi nd convinc-
ing arguments for the necessity of a far-
reaching fi scal and political integration. 
The internal split between the South and 
North emerged largely because the South-
ern countries were accustomed since dec-
ades to high infl ation rates and their collec-
tive actors (unions, employers, govern-
ments) and individual economic actors 
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(consumers, money-lenders) did not adapt 
their behaviour to the new environment of 
a stable currency. In the meantime, howev-
er, they seem to have learned this lesson 
and, therefore, the prospects for the euro 
look much more positive. To see the EU as 
a community of law would also imply a 
role different from the one foreseen by 
Giddens, which is to be a new powerful ac-
tor on the global scene, on a par with the 
USA and China, and backed by military 
power. Rather, it would confi rm the old 
idea of Europe as a ’Civil Power’, focusing 
upon peaceful negotiations instead of mili-
tary interventions and the strengthening of 
such methods and institutions (such as the 
United Nations) around the world. The EU 
has a world-wide positive image just be-
cause it limits itself (maybe willy-nilly) to 
such a role. 

Thus, in my view there exist a series of 
objections against the vision that the EU 
should become a federal state. Neverthe-
less, the ideas proposed by Giddens have 
sharpened such a vision and they also 
force one to clarify the counter-arguments. 
In so doing, this book is an important con-
tribution to an ongoing, pivotal question 
for Europe.

Max Haller
University of Graz

max.haller@uni-graz.at
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In his Gifford lectures (If you’re an egalitari-
an, how come you’re so rich? [Cohen 2000]), 
G.A. Cohen described a philosophical prob-
lem which polarised the philo sophy de-
partments at Harvard and Oxford. Mem-
bers of those departments, headed by 
Quine and Ayer, prided themselves on their 
ability to think analytically and logically. 
Yet Cohen points out that what, without 
 exception, determined their views of the 
issue was only which institution they be-
longed to. The book under review—Chang-
ing Inequalities (henceforth CI)—mentions a 
disagreement on trends in intergeneration-
al mobility. Despite analysing exactly the 
same data from two UK birth cohort stud-
ies, economists and sociologists came to op-
posite conclusions as to whether social mo-
bility had increased or decreased. 

CI reports on a project funded by 
the European Commission. It analysed 
trends in income distribution, their causes, 
effects, and possible policy responses. Its 
contributors are predominantly econo-
mists but include a few sociologists. But 
over the last 30 years, research on the soci-
etal and health effects of wider or narrow-
er income differences has come predomi-
nantly from specialists in public health 
and epidemiology. Disagreements between 
economists and epidemiologists on these 
issues have already attracted academic at-
tention [Kawachi 2001]. Trained in eco-
nomic history and epidemiology, I might 
claim impartiality, but because the damag-
ing effects of inequality, which Kate Pickett 
and I showed in The Spirit Level (henceforth 
SL), are disputed in several chapters of CI, 
I am a protagonist. 


