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Towards a Solidarity Method 

Investing in the Competence-Based Confederal Europe of the Future 
 
ABSTRACT: This working paper kicks off with an in-depth discussion of how Europe’s mythic founding 

fathers’ own mistakes were at the basis of the structural crisis the Union is facing today. The famed 

Community Method of Monnet, Spaak, and their colleagues was a well-meant plan devised by an elite of 

largely unelected officials who believed that democratic legitimation for a market-driven policy strategy 

initiated in the common good of the community was not necessary—their belief in the federalist political 

trickle-down effects of mere economic integration has proven, however, to be unfounded. In the second part 

of the paper we learn that it was this same community method that was played out once again by the 

charismatic former President of the Commission, Jacques Delors (1985-1995), who presided over the 

establishment of the EMU, the re-unification of Germany and the post-1989 enlargement of the Union. 

Under Delors the first cracks in the community method of the founding fathers were starting to show, but 

the miraculous economic prosperity of those days silenced all criticism. The third and concluding part of 

this paper consists of a number of positive suggestions for how we might imagine a different Europe based 

on multi-level, competence-based governance and a renewed sense of pan-European solidarity. 

 

Social democracy is on the rise in Europe. Since the recent French elections, the axis 

Merkel-Sarkozy driven by across the board austerity measures may not have been broken 

altogether, it has most definitely been twisted in a less severe direction. The French 

election was not only important in terms of readjusting the Berlin-led push for an 

austerity that lacked all democratic legitimation and ignited justified indignation on and 

beyond the streets of Europe; it was also important in that for the first time ever 

democratically elected European leaders like Merkel, Cameron, and Elio Di Rupo used 

their political clout to pronounce their public support for or disavowal of a specific 

candidate from a different European member state. “I see my Belgian friend Elio Di 

Rupo here,” François Hollande proclaimed to loud clamors at a recent campaign rally in 

Lille, “he has been treated with disrespect at the table of the European Commission as of 

late. I very much look forward to joining him at that same table very soon.”
1
 

 Moments like this new-found European political solidarity are a sign of the times. 

If one positive consequence has arisen from Europe’s not only economic but structural 

political crisis, it is that the continent’s opinion makers and political leaders have 

received a thorough wake-up call. Throughout this crisis, people have started to notice 

how huge an impact Europe and its mostly undemocratic institutional bodies have on 

their daily lives, and they are not exactly pleased with how so far their voices have 

remained largely unheard. This wide-spread indignation has brought respected European 

social-democrat éminences grises the likes of Jacques Delors as far as admitting that their 

old vision of a market-driven unification strategy—the famed “Community Method” of 

Europe’s founding fathers—had proven to be a mistake. “I believed in cooperation,” 

Delors writes in a recent, passionate article for Notre Europe, “and I was wrong. (…) 

Economic and social union should have been reinforced at the initiative of the EMU.”
2
 

 

 

 

 

                                                         
1 “Elio Di Rupo vient à Lille soutenir François Hollande, en “ami””. Libération. April 16, 2012. 
2 Delors, Jacques. For a Revival of Europe. Paris: Notre Europe, 2012, pp. 3-4. 
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1. The Failure of the Founding Fathers 

 

There is a growing consensus in the Europe of the global financial crisis that the so-called 

“community method” of the founding fathers is in serious and urgent need of revisions if 

the Union wants to insure its survival in an increasingly interconnected and competitive 

world. The diligent civil servants and statesmen the likes of Monnet, Spaak and Alfieri 

who laid the foundations for the European construction as we know it today, believed that 

greater political and cultural unification would be an automatic trickle-down effect of 

economic progress and the common market strategy; those foundations are now slowly 

but surely sinking away. 

 In the late twentieth and early twenty-first century Europe was going through 

what can easily be called an economic miracle. The dream of a political union was less 

pressing in the minds of Europe’s leaders, as the successes of the euro and enlargement 

seemed a never-ending story—the economic dream of an ever-growing Union was 

believed to be too big to fail. The recent ongoing and profound structural crisis that the 

European institutions are going through, however, has clearly shown that the community 

method lead to a weak construction that enjoys very little public support. The financial 

crisis and the Berlin-directed push for austerity across the board has demonstrated that 

Europe’s double democratic deficit—one that is located on both the member state and the 

supranational level at the same time—is in urgent need of reconsideration.  

 The community method championed by Jean Monnet and his contemporaries was 

marked by a so-called “neofunctionalist” approach: it was believed that if the market was 

given more transnational leeway and the economic policies of the member states were de 

facto federalized, those same member states would “see the light,” so to speak, and work 

together for making the necessary political reforms that ought to accompany these new 

federal economic structures. These reforms would then enable the newly formed 

supranational political bodies to effectively regulate, control, and readjust economic 

policy if necessary, ideally with broad democratic legitimation. This is what 

Giandomenico Majone (2012) and others have called Monnet’s “spill-over strategy.”
3
 

 Monnet’s neofunctionalist “spill-over” strategy is said to be largely inspired by 

the seminal 1958 publication The Uniting of Europe by the American-educated political 

scientist Ernst Haas. Haas believed that broad democratic legitimation is unnecessary 

when a supranational economic policy like the ECSC is implemented, since this policy is 

intended to benefit all participating members, and democratic legitimation would only 

complicate rapid implementation of even greater economic collaboration and growth: 
 

The initiation of a deliberate scheme of political unification, to be accepted by the key 

groups that make up a pluralistic society, does not require absolute majority support, nor 

need it rest on identical aims on the part of all participants. The European Coal and Steel 

Community was initially accepted because it offered a multitude of different advantages 

                                                         
3 “Neofunctionalism's central prediction was that economic integration would be self-sustaining and would eventually 

lead to a unique, potentially federal, political structure in Europe. The theoretical basis of this prediction is the concept 

of ‘spillover’, whereby initial steps toward integration trigger endogeneous economic and political dynamics leading to 
further integration. Neofunctionalists identify two kinds of spillovers: functional and political. Functional spillover 

occurs when incomplete integration undermines the effectiveness of existing policies, thereby creating pressures for 

new European policies. It is the process of political spillover, however, that is most closely associated with the 

neofunctionalist approach to the study of European integration.” in Majone, Giandomenico. Dilemmas of European 
Integration. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012, p. 2. 
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to different groups. Acceptance of a federal scheme is facilitated if the participating State 

units are already fragmented ideologically and socially. Moreover, the acceptance of such 

a scheme is considerably eased if among the participating industrial, political, or labour 

groups there is tradition, however vague, of mutual consultation and of rudimentary value 

sharing. A helpful, but by no means indispensable, condition is the existence of an 

external threat, real or imagined.
4
 

 

Such an approach might have sounded plausible in the minds of Europe’s statesmen in 

the wake of the Second World War, enchanted as they were by the at the time still 

unlikely prospect of lasting peace in an economically unified Europe that was knowing 

nothing but growth spurred by Reconstruction and the implementation of generous 

American Marshall aid. Jean Monnet was indeed a true statesman, a willingly apolitical, 

partyless and therefore unelected fonctionnaire, a hardworking civil servant in the literal 

sense of the word, the strong man behind the scenes. Convinced that he was acting in the 

interest of European citizens, he believed that he had to start with the business side of 

things, and passionately hoped that political, social, and eventual cultural cohesion would 

follow, that humanity would eventually prevail over nationality: his hopes, we now 

know, were in vain. 

 Jean Monnet’s Memoirs show how his strong belief in the need for European 

unification was an idea that took shape slowly but surely, an idea embedded in the 

specific socio-economic and political context of the Europe of the Inter-Bellum. He was 

not only a key player in the planning for post-World War II Reconstruction and industrial 

redevelopment, but also took on a leading role in the European response to the East-West 

schism that characterized the global Cold War arms race, where Europe was situated 

bang in the middle of two rivaling superpowers. In this respect, Britain and its closest 

ally, the US, played once more an absolutely fundamental role in the birth of the idea of 

Europe. The well-travelled former Cognac merchant Monnet knew Britain, he knew the 

US, and he knew how important they were: it is no coincidence that his Memoirs kick off 

with a discussion of the proposal for Franco-British union during the War years – a union 

which, much like the Schengen zone today, would have entailed shared citizenship. For 

Monnet, the proposal, and the simple idea that lies at its basis, was a central moment, and 

he frequently returns to it in his writings: 
 

There was nothing romantic in the idea of a union of two countries, and of joint 

citizenships for their inhabitants, in the face of the danger they shared. Nor was it 

doctrinaire: the plan had no federalist overtones. True, it contained the germ of lasting 

institutions; but I was not thinking in such abstract terms – there was no time.
5
  

 

In the late Forties and early Fifties, Monnet used his global contacts as a hard-working 

official in the French civil service. He and his colleagues toiled at 18 rue de Martignac 

on the development of the post-War French economy, putting in place what is now 

known as France’s Modernization Plan or Plan Monnet, a long-term vision of French 

industrial and economic growth that relied heavily on the funds made available by the 

Marshall Plan. Monnet, however, was not simply thinking about how to further the 

interests of France: he knew that there was no future for France but in the larger 

                                                         
4 Haas, Ernst. The Uniting of Europe. Political, Social, and Economic Forces 1950-1957. Stanford: Stanford University 

Press, 1958, p. xiii. 
5 Monnet, Jean. Memoirs. New York: Doubleday, 1978, p. 34. 
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European context. France would not make the same mistake as it did in 1918, when at 

Versailles the allies decided that the only road to peace was crushing Germany and its 

economy.  

 As we all know, it were Monnet’s extensive international contacts as a well-

connected fonctionnaire and his admittedly exceptional imagination that were at the basis 

of the now mythical Schuman/Adenauer talks that led to the 1950 Schuman Declaration 

in the Salon de l’Horloge—Monnet literally put words into Schuman’s mouth. He took 

the lead in the subsequent conferences establishing the Schuman Plan and the 

groundbreaking institution that was to become the European Community for Coal and 

Steel.
6

 It was, in other words, a “mere” civil servant—tellingly, Monnet was not 

interested whatsoever in seeking political office and never underwent a public vote that 

would have provided his work with democratic legitimation—who laid the foundations of 

the Europe we know today. To put it bluntly, the first plans for Europe were drawn up by 

a man who had the luxury of planning in spite of democracy and public opinion.
7
 

 If the political leaders of Monnet’s day would have had the courage to face their 

national public opinions and subsequently try to make a convincing though risky plea for 

political integration, the European Union might have looked quite different. There were 

some courageous voices among the Union’s politically elected leaders who ended up 

signing the Rome Treaty, but they all ended up defending Monnet’s more pragmatic 

“spill-over” strategy of the community method. The community method was at heart a 

compromise: if the dream of political union championed by a select few of convinced 

federalists was to be thought of as a mere trickle-down effect of the common market, it 

would be much easier to find broad political support on the home-front.  

 One such elected political leader deeply involved in Europe’s creation was the 

Belgian socialist Paul-Henri Spaak. Spaak was part of a rare breed of European leaders 

who felt a strong emotional connection to the European project and genuinely believed 

that a federal political union would not only be an inevitable consequence of the common 

market, but should be realized regardless of economic constraints. As a respected 

politician from a small member state like Belgium, where federalism is a common good 

and Europhiles are to be found everywhere, he was known as the very first “Mr. Europe.” 

His memoirs are full of relatively naïve expressions of his deep admiration for what he 

calls “Europe’s architects,” for in other words unelected civil servants like Monnet and 

their overall limited compromise over the common market strategy: 
 

The bells of Rome rang out to salute the birth of the new Europe. My own heart was full 

of joy, emotion and hope, and I made a speech which reflected my feelings. The Treaty 

                                                         
6 “The ECSC was truly a breakthrough in the process of European integration, because under Monnet’s leadership, it 

became a functioning international organization even though it never achieved its original goal: to create a common 

market in coal and steel. By introducing the principle of supranationality into its institutional structure, he made the 
representatives of the six nations interact in a new framework. And by changing the context of their relationship, this 

community showed that habits of frequent cooperation in limited economic areas could serve as a brake on nationalism 

and that nations could survive and remain independent after sharing some national sovereignty.” in Wells, Sherill 

Brown. Jean Monnet: Unconventional Statesman. Boulder & London: Rienner, 2011, p. 244. 
7 Monnet’s personal collaborator François Duchêne acknowledges how the creation of the Europe was at heart a 

“studied” attempt of a dedicated yet unelected elite of civil servants: “In fact, European Union is that rarest of all 

phenomena in history, a studied change of regime. It is the reverse of conquest and quite distinct both from incremental 

adjustment, which is the political norm, and from revolution, which is the social equivalent of an earthquake.” in 
Duchêne, François. Jean Monnet: The First Statesman of Interdependence. New York & London: Norton, 1994, p. 20. 
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of Rome symbolizes the triumph of the spirit of cooperation over national selfishness. 

Those who had brought the exercise to a successful conclusion were inspired by the same 

convictions and the same ideals. They were aware of the economic changes they had 

brought about. But however great these changes may be, so far as the architects of the 

Common Market were concerned, they were of secondary importance or, at any rate, only 

the first stage of an even more important revolution which was still to come—a political 

revolution.
8
  

 

Spaak would soon be forced to readjust his naïve vision of that “coming revolution.” The 

failure of the negotiations over the establishment of a European Defense Community as 

the logical extension of Euratom would end up facing him and his fellow dreamers with 

the harsh reality of the de facto non-event that was the long-awaited “trickle-down” effect 

of European political integration
9
. Paul-Henri Spaak had effectively drunk the cool-aid 

offered by the hope-inspiring establishment of a High Authority and a Council as planned 

by a group of what Spaak himself called mere “technicians.”
10

 Democratic legitimation, it 

seemed, was not necessary since these institutions had nothing but what appeared to be 

noble goals of spurring pan-European peace, cooperation, and growth. He did not realize 

that the complex administrative bodies he helped create would end up working against 

instead of with the citizens they were supposed to represent. 

 

 

2. The Delors Decade and the Shattered European Dream 

 

 

If Paul-Henri Spaak was the original “Mr. Europe,” Jacques Delors was a successor 

worthy of the same title. Under the ubiquitously recognized leadership of the French 

social-democrat, the European institutions went through what at the time was deemed 

something of a “renaissance.” It was Delors who in 1986 chose the aquamarine flag with 

12 golden stars as the emblem of Europe
11

, it was under Delors that the Maastricht Treaty 

was signed laying the basis for the single market and the European Monetary Union, and 

finally it was under Delors that a post-1989 unified Germany was able to lay the 

groundwork for its current position as the Union’s most powerful member state. Delors, it 

                                                         
8 Spaak, Paul-Henri. The Continuing Battle. Memoirs of a European 1936-1966. Transl. Fox, Henry. Boston: Little, 

Brown & Co.: 1971, pp. 251-252. 
9 Spaak is not only known for his strong support of the EDC, he was also a relevant player in the crisis of the 1960s, 

when the debate over Britain’s potential membership of the Community was in full swing. In a preface to Mackay’s 

celebrated essay Towards a United States of Europe, Spaak writes: “This little Europe, let us repeat once more, we 
neither wanted nor desired. We have been driven to it by Great-Britain’s persistent refusal. We know perfectly well that 

this political construction is incomplete, and we realize how much of our ideal has been amputated. We can only 

continue to hope that, with her traditional realism, Great Britain will understand in time the error she would make in 

refusing to associate herself with what will, no doubt, be the greatest political event of the second half of the twentieth 
century.” in Mackay, R.W.G. Towards a United States of Europe. An analysis of Britain’s role in European Union. 

Preface by Spaak, Paul-Henri. London: Hutchinson, 1961, p. 18. On British membership and Spaak’s role in the debate, 

see also Dumoulin, Michel. Spaak. Brussels: Racine, 1999, pp. 633-670. 
10 “During those long weeks of negotiation I learned to appreciate the work done by technicians at its just worth. As 
experts, their knowledge of their specialized fields is admirable. They move with ease even in highly complex 

situations, and stand up for their views with praiseworthy assurance but not always with complete good faith since they 

are often more intent on imposing their views than on devising compromise solutions acceptable to all.” in Spaak 

(1971), p. 241. 
11 Grant, Charles. Delors. Inside the House that Jacques Built. London: Brealey, 1994, p. 2. 
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seemed in other words, had single-handedly given back to Europe the “cachet” of the 

early days. 

 At heart, Delors’ presidency was completely marked by the complex socio-

economic circumstances resulting from the fall of the Berlin Wall: a strong reunified 

Germany under Helmut Kohl and the establishment of a single market driven by the 

Deutschmark provided plentiful funding for a reinvigorated union in Western Europe, 

while Eastern Europe was slowly starting to turn its gaze in the direction of that same 

West without a real chance to sit at the table. His widely recognized efforts as one of the 

most successful commission presidents were the mere effect of the favorable new winds 

that were invading the new Western Europe he inherited.  

 Delors’ vision, then, was not very different from that of the founding fathers of 

the Community. As a social democrat he was in favor of greater pan-European solidarity 

and commission-led state-building that might eventually imply the implementation of a 

stronger political union, but in reality he was not able to win wide-spread support for his 

intuition that a newly invigorated single market with the promise of a future monetary 

union would have to be accompanied by a shift of political sovereignty. His proposals for 

a so-called “Social Europe,” as George Ross (1995) reminds us, were eventually a mere 

graft of an underlying market strategy. The “grafted” state-building initiatives he 

championed were not adopted by a majority of the EC’s member states, since the latter 

were intent on maintaining national sovereignty to the highest degree possible: 
 

The Single Market Program, the paquet Delors to a large extent, and much in the EMU 

proposals fell within the general trade and market areas of the Rome Treaty. Pushing the 

macroeconomic policy dimensions of EMU, “Social Europe,” an increased EC 

international policy role, and measures to address issues of “democratic deficit” all 

involved expanding the boundaries of Europe beyond such traditional areas. If one 

chooses to define the post-1985 EC’s renaissance as premised upon a “market strategy,” 

the Commission (under Delors) and its allies attempted to graft an ambitious “state-

building strategy” on it in order to make important changes in the very definition of the 

European game. Significantly, these state-building programs all encountered much more 

serious opposition than the market-building programs.
12

  

 

Delors, then, was perhaps the last successful Commission president who continued to rely 

on the until then untested and fragile Community Method. Under his leadership, the new 

structure of the Union was prepared, building on the unsound basis of the inheritances of 

the past. He might have been perceived as a successful leader, or in Helen Drake’s words 

(2000) “the first accidental European statesman”
13

, he unwillingly made the mistake of 

promoting the legacy of Jean Monnet, a legacy that was surely founded in good 

intentions, but lacked the democratic legitimacy it would have needed to realize its lofty 

goals of a “trickle-down” political federation.
14

 

                                                         
12 Ross, George. Jacques Delors and European Integration. New York: Oxford University Press, 1995, p. 12. 
13 Drake, Helen. Jacques Delors. Perspectives on a European Leader. London & New York: Routledge, 2000, p. ix. 
14 Drake reminds us that at heart, Delors wasn’t a euro-federalist: “Neither in France or Brussels was Delors the 

fervent, life-long federalist that many assumed him to be. In many respects, he effectively became a ‘federalist’, in that 

he came to believe that ‘Europe’ required, for example, a recognized leading figure to act as interlocuteur with third 
party countries and regions, possibly in the shape of a directly or indirectly-elected European president at some time in 

the future. He also became convinced that certain policy matters (including matters formerly defining of national 

sovereignty, such as security and defence, and currency) could legitimately be decided at the European level, whereas 

others—culture, education, employment—were the domain of national governments, for cultural and political reasons.” 
in Drake (2000), pp. 18-19. 
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 Delors had drunk the cool-aid offered by Monnet as much as his predecessor 

Paul-Henri Spaak had done: he had chosen the path of the European Dream
15

, and was 

content with his new position as a technician, a “Mr. Europe,” elevated above the 

dangerous political games of democracy his nation state-based colleagues had to face on 

the home-front. Significantly, when his chances of winning the 1995 French Presidential 

elections seemed excellent, he chose to remain in the cushy seats of Brussels over a risky 

trip back to Paris, as his 2004 memoirs show.
16

 

 It is therefore all the more striking to see how today, now that the Community 

Method is not merely showing cracks but crumbling under the weight of a hasty Eastern 

enlargement and the lack of strong political structures to face the global challenges of the 

financial crisis in and beyond the Eurozone, Delors admits he made a mistake. In a recent 

article resulting from a meeting of the European Social Democrats, Delors  literally 

admits that he was “wrong” when he pushed the establishment of a European Monetary 

Union without laying the groundwork for a stronger political union with democratically 

legitimized institutions. A stronger European federation would have been capable to 

regulate and control the markets as is the case in the United States, where the Federal 

Government has the authority to issue bonds. “We can only have a Single Currency,” 

Delors writes in 2012, “in a union of transfers.”
17

 

 Passionately pleading for a single voice in Europe who can take a stand on the 

global stage, and not ashamed to express his veiled but strong criticism of Herman Van 

Rompuy
18

, an embittered yet hopeful Delors resolutely takes a stance against a market-

driven strategy. He subsequently voices his strong will to rescue the well-meaning ideals 

that lay at the basis of the Community Method, and continues to insist that the market 

strategy was supposedly a mere stage, a mere step toward greater political unity.  In an at 

times emotional tone he reminds his reader of how the Commission has achieved great 

advancements—like for instance the Erasmus Program that he personally championed—

for Europe’s citizens before it started to use its undemocratic powers to further its 

destructive austerity agenda: 
 

What is at stake? It is the Community method in its basic structures: there are two 

executive bodies, two legislative bodies and a Court of Justice. And in among both 

executive bodies, there is the Commission. The role of the Commission is to take into 

account European interest on a daily basis, and to demonstrate it on a daily basis. It only 

has one argument for that: the right of initiative. This right of initiative must be exercised 

by the Commission sparingly, it serves the governments – but when the Commission 

                                                         
15 In his writings on Europe, Delors often adopted a lyrical style reminiscent of Rifkin: “L’Europe? Un ensemble 

unique par la densité et l’importance de ses échanges commerciaux, une relative oasis d’ordre monétaire et même 

d’équilibre financier, une réserve de croissance interne considérable: une richesse démographique, historique et 
culturelle, homogène dans son extrême diversité, que sans doute aucune autre région du monde ne peut se vanter de 

posséder.” in Delors, Jacques—Clisthène. La France par l’Europe. Paris: Grasset, 1988, pp. 37-38. 
16 “En 1993-1994, je suis engagé à plein temps dans l’aventure européenne. Le dynamisme est revenu, on m’en attribue 

quelque mérite, et, les choses étant alors ce qu’elles sont, j’incarne quelque peu l’Europe. Et c’est ainsi que les Français 
me considèrent et m’apprécient de plus en plus si l’on en croit les sondages.” in Delors, Jacques. Mémoires. Paris: Plon, 

2004, p. 20. 
17 Delors (2012), p. 4. 
18 “Who speaks in the name of Europe? That is what Obama or the President of China wants to know. Everyone speaks 
in the name of Europe, the result has been three years of multiple and discordant voices. And here they go again. They 

clearly have not understood! We need a single voice for Europe. It is only good sense, it is not major politics. But when 

the markets – the markets, that is a vague notion, there are speculators but there are also all those who manage 

retirement funds, insurance –, hear multiple voices going as far as to criticize publicly fellow partners. Do we want to 
reassure the markets or cause them to panic? Are  we  a  union  or  aren’t  we?” in Delors (2012), p. 5. 
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exercises it, this must be done with a degree of solemnity. I am going to cite a personal 

example: if I had not brandished the right of initiative, there would never have been the 

Erasmus programme. Because the governments were afraid that I would announce 

publicly that it was due to their refusal that we could not allow millions of students to 

discover another country, to have another university experience.
19

  

 

It is clear that Delors does not believe that this “degree of solemnity” is what 

characterizes the Commission today. His is a plea for a new Europe, a Europe that dares 

to invest in its future rather than cowardly cut back, a Europe that can offer its talented 

and highly educated young people a chance to live at least as well as the generation of 

their parents did, a Europe that continues down the road of sustainable development as 

well as the safe-guarding at the supranational level of our welfare system, one that has 

been and still is the envy of the world. 
 

 

3. Towards the Competence-Based Confederation of the Solidarity Method 

 

 

Today is our chance as European citizens, as members of European civil society, to heed 

Jacques Delors’ call and imagine a Europe not merely based on common market 

regulation and economic planning or in extremis a playground for nationalist 

protectionism and advancement of self-interest, but a social Europe that acknowledges 

the “interdependence”-building force of shared values like interpersonal and international 

solidarity, the importance of a common European cultural identity, the urgency of the 

presence of a single European voice on an evermore global stage, and a re-legitimization 

by way of increased democratic input. We need, in other words, to collectively evolve 

from an elite- and market-driven Community Method to a democratically legitimized 

Solidarity Method leading to the formation of a social European citizenry. We, the people 

of Europe. 

 Imagining what such a Solidarity Method might look like is of course in no way a 

prescriptive task: it can only flow from argued suggestions that leave room for a 

hopefully continued debate. By way of attempting to contribute to that societal 

discussion, I would like to end on a suggestion. In my view, it wouldn’t hurt if Europe 

started to do what Europe does best. Conversely, the member states and regions should 

do what they do best. In other words, I would like to plea for a competence-based 

confederal model of multi-level governance where sovereignty ceases to be located at the 

level of the nation-states, and is shared across the different complementary layers of 

government. 

 In such a constellation, there are no overlapping competences on the European 

and national or regional levels. The democratically elected and fiscally independent 

supranational level would be assigned a number of exclusive competences and 

responsibilities that are best dealt with at that level, while the regional governing 

bodies—again, with their own fiscal policy—would take matters to heart that are best 

treated locally. In a competence-based confederal model, which can already be found in a 

                                                         
19 Delors (2012), p. 6. 
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country like Belgium
20

 today, the different levels of government coexist without causing 

too many conflicting interests that lead to constant stand-still. Morever, the higher level 

of governance has no authority whatsoever over its member states beyond the 

implementation of its own policies and use of its own budgets. As such, it is quite 

different from a federal model
21

 as embodied by a country like the United States, where 

the federal government often shares a number of competences like education or cultural 

policy with the state level in a hierarchical constellation with the federal government on 

top, causing constant conflict. 

 As soon as certain budgets and fiscal responsibilities are fully transferred to the 

new sovereign that is Europe, democratically elected politicians and citizens will seek to 

see to it that the decisions taken with regards to the allocation of these budgets are carried 

by a majority of the cross-national population. Elected policy makers at the supranational 

level would no longer be encumbered by fears of making decisions that are not carried by 

their local constituents, since they would not be elected through their nation-based 

European electoral lists but would run directly on the European level, making their case 

for election across the different polities and not merely within the national public sphere 

as is the case today. European parties would cease to be amalgamates of national parties 

representing separate national electorates, and would be able to even more actively 

pursue their independent agendas regardless of the agendas of the traditional nation-based 

parties. 

 A good example of a policy field where such a transfer of competences, budgets, 

and fiscal responsibilities could take place relatively swiftly and easily is higher 

education. Today already, Europe invests heavily in education, research, and innovation 

through initiatives like the European Research Council and the Pierre and Marie Curie 

Research Program, with demonstrable success. More and more scholars are taking 

advantage of the opportunities offered by exchange programs like Socrates, and a series 

of high-performance Jean Monnet Centers of Excellence have been established across the 

Union. Conversely, the different member states have their own exchange programs, 

scholarships, and innovation incentives in place, leading to a confusing array of options 

for an often already transnational, cosmopolitan elite of globally mobile researchers who 

often end up seeking their luck elsewhere. Additionally, this ineffective system leads to 

unnecessary waste and creates unfair disparities between more affluent and less affluent 

member states.  

 Using the Solidarity Method, the different member states would allocate their 

budgets for research and innovation directly to the Union and take leave from that 

competence altogether. The Union could then centrally organize and allocate these 

                                                         
20 For a comprehensive discussion of the historic evolution of Belgian (con)federalism, see Hooghe, Liesbeth. A Leap 

in the Dark: Nationalist Conflict and Federal Reform in Belgium. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991, p. 105. 
21 Ingeborg Tömmel (2011) reminds us that the Europe of the Community Method has never been a federation in the 

sense that the US is a federation, and she points out that though it has certain characteristics of a confederation, it isn’t 

one either. She prefers the term “federation sui generis”: “(…) the EU may be regarded as a federation, because of its 

multi-level structure as well as the relationship between the levels characterized by a continuous federal ‘balancing act’ 
(…). However, due to the inverse distribution of powers and to the fact that member states continue to hold 

sovereignty, the EU cannot be regarded as a federal state. I therefore propose to conceptualize the EU as a federation 

sui generis (…) the federation sui generis term classifies the EU as a federation, yet as a type which hitherto has not 

been found elsewhere.” in Tömmel, Ingeborg. “The European Union—A Federation Sui Generis?” Ed. Laursen, Finn. 
The EU and Federalism. Polities and Policies Compared. Farnham: Ashgate, 2011, pp. 42. 
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budgets by implementing Union-wide grant competitions. This would further increase 

mobility, attract more talented researchers from outside the borders of the Union, and 

strengthen Europe’s already strong position in higher education—eventually hopefully 

even dethroning the US now firmly in the lead with its high-quality private institutions. 

 If such a competence shift proves successful, other competences may be 

considered to be re-allocated according to the same Solidarity Method. In what would be 

a U-turn away from the current Community Method, more affluent member states like 

Germany would contribute a larger share to the “pot,” eventually benefiting the entire 

Union and instilling what Mark Kleinman (2002) has called a sense of “social 

citizenship,”
22

 a true European civil society with respect for the inner diversity and 

culture differences that lie at the core of Europe’s beauty. 
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