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The world’s quiet superpower

By Andrew Moravcsik

Anyone speculating about the future of the EU should start with one simple fact: it is a success of epochal proportions. This is true for two reasons: it delivers good policies and it provides democratically accountable, limited government. 

First, EU policies and institutions are functional: they work well to address real problems. What began 50 years ago as a form of Franco-German entente writ large stands today as the model for a continent. Substantively, the EU has progressed as a customs union, a single market, a currency area and a foreign policy power. Something up to 25% of European legislation – not the 80% figure often quoted – is negotiated in Brussels. And its last decade has been its best: the introduction of the euro, a deepening single market and increasingly coherent internal and external security policies. 

EU expansion, subsuming ten former communist states, not only demonstrates Europe’s appeal, but has proven to be the surest exercise in democracy promotion since the end of the Cold War – surely more cost-effective than the American blunder in Iraq. In any respect except the projection of massive ‘hard power’, the EU is the world’s ‘quiet superpower’. The future looks positive as well: enlargement is proceeding down the western Balkans, positive influences are felt from Ukraine to Morocco – and even Turkish accession remains alive, demonstrating the multicultural importance of the European idea. Outside Europe, a pragmatic policy toward Iran has emerged, EU anti-terrorism policy garners American praise, and over 80% of national positions at the United Nations are co-ordinated in common.


Second, the EU offers democratically legitimate, limited government. The ‘democratic deficit’ is a myth. The legislative process is legitimate and accountable: how could it not be? Treaty amendments must pass by unanimity, while normal legislation requires more consensus than it takes to amend the American constitution: a consensus of 27 national governments, support from a unanimous European Council, a technocratic European Commission and the rotating presidency, a majority vote by the European Parliament, national implementation and oversight by a hybrid domestic and European court system. One wonders what UK Tory Eurosceptics are on about: this is limited government par excellence, the sort of government that should appeal to them above all.


To be sure, European officials play an autonomous role in a few areas: constitutional adjudication, public prosecution, central banking, technocratic rule-making and, perhaps, economic diplomacy. Yet these are precisely the areas near universally acknowledged in domestic life as areas in which delegation to autonomous government officials is necessary and desirable. Studies show that the EU regulatory process meets higher standards of transparency, fairness and public reason-giving than almost any national process in the world today. 


The current hand-wringing is thus a crisis of European rhetoric rather than European reality. True, the French and Dutch electorates derailed a new constitution. But we should not let learned essays in Le Monde and Handelsblatt fool us. Polls clearly reveal that, whatever their precise motivations, only a tiny minority of voters in either country cast their ballots on the basis of (or even knew anything about) the content of the constitution, or even recent EU policy. In fact the constitution did little more than ratify the status quo – and the few useful provisions (the foreign minister, voting shifts, and such) are actually quite popular and are likely to be implemented soon in a mini-treaty. People are generally disenchanted with politics and the EU paid the price. But polls also show that across Europe, public trust in EU institutions exceeds that of national political institutions. 


One reason is that while Europeans favour incremental increases in co-ordinated policy-making – notably in foreign policy matters – they are relatively pleased (polls, again) with the EU’s current scope. There is little popular support, nor are there many sound policy proposals, for significant expansion of EU policy into areas such as taxing and spending, social welfare provision, health policy, pensions, education, local infrastructure, national immigration quotas or cultural policy. These issues are thus best handled at the national level. 


Since these remaining national issues are the matters about which European citizens care most and about which they most wish to engage in democratic deliberation in their own systems, it is unlikely that European democracy (in the Brussels sense) will deepen much beyond where it is now. The genius of the European Union lies precisely in that it facilitates intense policy co-ordination while leaving intact the potent symbols, discourses and institutions of national politics. 


In sum, Europe appears to have reached a stable constitutional equilibrium, within which only incremental changes (surely including some treaty amendments) are likely to take place. There comes a moment in the life of every constitutional system – most developed democracies have long since achieved it – when it is no longer necessary to continue the process of centralisation in order to maintain the status quo. The broad contours of the EU’s relationship to the member states seems set for the foreseeable future. It is time for Europeans to get off, or at least slow, the bicycle. To be sure, there will be new functional challenges, some we cannot yet imagine, but until these unforeseeable exogenous shocks hit us and new advances in the European project are required, it seems the constitutional structure will look remarkably as it does today. 


This sort of unabashed pragmatism is anathema to most convinced European federalists – not least within the Brussels beltway. Look at Germany, Italy and other countries where politicians are trying to resurrect a laudable, but clearly failed constitutional project. While it is hard to find anyone who will publicly support the vision of a ‘United States of Europe’ these days, there are many who act as if they did: the sort of people who have never seen a pro-European proposal (like the ill-defined constitution) they did not like, who cannot find a competence that should not be shared by Brussels (eventually), and who consistently blame national leaders and the Commission president for their lack of European vision.


In a half century, when historians look back on the first 50 years of European integration, such critics are unlikely to be hailed as visionaries. Their criticisms will instead be perceived as the last gasp of a 1950s-style European idealism that has long since outlived its usefulness. The no longer truth is that the symbolic language of federalism – the vision thing – resonates with most Europeans. 


Instead, when those historians look back, the emergence of a united Europe will be hailed as something unique, not because it has continued to march onward to “ever closer union” but because it demonstrates for all to see that multilateral co-operation is possible that is functionally effective, democratically accountable and geopolitically relevant. The EU really does deliver ‘unity in diversity’ and the second half of this felicitous phrase, the protection of diversity, is a large part of what makes the EU such a popular institution.


For most Europeans this may seem banal. Most take the EU for granted, and thus tend to focus on its shortcomings rather than its distinctive achievements. Yet one need only look to the US, where the Bush administration and perhaps most Americans do not believe strong and legiti-mate multilateral governance is possible. Or to China, which has been recently been copying European Union tactics in a concerted regional ‘soft power’ offensive – resolving border disputes, signing trade pacts and embracing multilateralism. Or to countries such as Ukraine, Georgia, Turkey or Morocco, whose relationship with the EU is their most important international concern. These comparisons demonstrate that the achievement of a ‘European constitutional settlement’ over the past half century ranks with the fall of communism and the rise of a market-oriented China as one of the very few truly world-historical events of our times.

  Andrew Moravcsik is professor of politics and director of the European Union Program at Princeton University. 
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