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In light of “Brexit” and within 24 hours after the publication of the final results in the British
referendum on EU membership, Sigmar Gabriel, Social Democratic Party of Germany (SPD)
chairman,  German  vice-chancellor  and  Minister  of  Economic  Affairs  in  the  Merkel
government, and Martin Schulz, EU Parliament President, published a new strategy paper
analyzing the origins of the deep legitimacy crisis of the European Union amid the Europe-
wide  rise  of  the  nationalist  Right  and  outlining  political  pathways  to  overcome  this
legitimacy crisis in order to prevent the EU’s disintegration.[1]

In the context of hopes and fears of a weakening of the market-liberal forces within the
EU[2] as well as numerous calls by EU leaders and mainstream media figures of a need for
renewal,[3] Gabriel and Schulz have adopted – some might even say: stolen – the left-wing
demand of a “re-foundation of Europe” and they have connected it to a vision of a united
Europe  that  “belongs  to  its  citizens.”[4]  Could  this  be  a  Gramscian  kind  of  “passive
revolution,” i.e. the absorption of the (left-wing) opposition to the status quo and its ideas as
a means to stabilizing a weakened power bloc? Or is it maybe the clarion call for the SPD’s
re-socialdemocratization and thus revitalization – prompted perhaps by the international rise
and success of the (class) conflict-oriented, anti-Third Way social democrats Jeremy Corbyn
in the UK and Bernie Sanders in the United States?

This would, of course, amount to quite a remarkable political shift given that in October
2015 Gabriel himself initiated the founding of the notorious “Gang of Five,” which consists of
French Prime Minister Manuel Valls, Austrian Chancellor Werner Faymann (who resigned in
May), the Swedish Prime Minister and social democratic party leader Stefan Löfven, and
Gabriel and Schulz themselves, and whose sole purpose has been to curtail the influence of
Corbynism (and, to a lesser extent, Sanderism) and sympathies for other left-wing forces
such as Podemos and Syriza within continental European social democracy.[5]

Alliance of Progressives?

At the same time, facing growing internal opposition given the dismal situation of the SPD
after the devastating electoral defeats in the three state elections of 13 March 2016 (in
Baden-Württemberg, Rhineland-Palatinate and Saxony-Anhalt), Gabriel had actually given a
fairly left-wing speech at the SPD’s “Value Conference: Justice,” which took place in the SPD
national headquarters in Berlin on 9 May 2016 and which supposedly signaled general
programmatic orientations going into the campaign for the general elections due in the fall
of 2017.

These also will probably include moving the issue of poverty pensions, which according to
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an  official  German  government  study  will  affect  almost  half  of  the  population  by
2030,[6]  into  the center.  This  would,  of  course,  mean at  least  partly  taking back the
disastrous partial  privatization of  the pension system (“Riester-Rente”)  which his  party
alongside the Greens legislated in the early 2000s. Furthermore, in a Spiegel interview he
announced the need of and his will to create an “alliance of progressives,”[7] which many
interpreted as an attempt – and some people used as a starting point – to renew debates
about “r2g,” i.e. a national coalition of social democrats, Greens and Die Linke. However,
due to the chronic weakness of the SPD (trailing the CDU in the polls at or below the 25 per
cent  mark)  and  the  discomforting  fact  that  Die  Linke  has  not  benefited  from  the  SPD’s
decline, such a coalition does not even have a numerical majority at the moment, let alone a
common political platform or the mobilized social base that could enforce it.

So what does Gabriel and Schulz’s “re-founding of Europe” actually amount to? Is it trying to
create  such a  common political  platform? As  usual  the  devil  is  in  the  details.  But  to
understand these, it seems useful to recall the original initiative of “re-founding Europe.”

The left-wing idea of a “re-founding of Europe” (“Europa neu [be-]gründen”) goes back to a
2012 initiative by Frank Bsirske, president of the largest German service and public sector
union ver.di and himself a member of the Green Party, Anneli Buntenbach from the German
Trade-Union Confederation, Hans-Jürgen Urban, a left-wing icon on the presidential board
industrial labour union IG Metall with 2.27 million members, as well as the left-wing scholars
Steffen  Lehndorff  (editor  of  the  widely  circulated  volume  A  Triumph  of  Failed  Ideas:
European Models  of  Capitalism in  the  Crisis)  and Rudolf  Hickel,  a  prominent  left-wing
Keynesian economist.  This  initiative soon found support  among large segments  of  the
German  labour  movement’s  left  wing  and  its  organic  intellectuals  in  general.
Programmatically,  its  goal  was  to  challenge the neoliberal  nature  of  the  EU’s  primary
legislation in general and the fundamentals of the EU’s “internal devaluation” exit strategy
from the Eurozone crisis that had followed the global austerity turn of 2010 in particular.
This  naturally  included  criticism  of  what  Urban  has  referred  to  as  “German  crisis
corporatism.”[8] Strategically, “Europa neu (be-)gründen” has essentially tried to create a
middle-ground or a third alternative beyond the false choice between, on the one hand, the
technocratic left-wing hope for a “Social Europe” reform despite the experiences with the
Battle  of  Greece  and  the  neoliberal  nature  of  the  EU  primary  legislations  (as  it  is
represented by “Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik” editor Albrecht von Lucke),
and on the other, the conclusion of people such as Wolfgang Streeck[9] or Heiner Flassbeck
and  Costas  Lapavitsas  that  in  light  of  this  evidence  the  only  prospect  of  realistically
defending working class gains – the welfare state and democracy – is by a return to the
national state.[10]

Now,  in  contrast  to  this  “original”  idea  of  a  re-foundation  of  Europe,  Gabriel/Schulz
apparently want to have their cake and eat it too. In the strategy paper, overloaded with
poetic language about the “European Dream” and its promises of “peace, prosperity and
freedom,”[11]the story’s always the same. For instance, Gabriel and Schulz will talk about
youth  unemployment  and  growing  social  inequality  as  the  underlying  reasons  for  the
widespread  political  disaffection  and  increasing  anti-EU  sentiments  especially  among
the European working classes that have culminated in “Brexit”; however, when it comes to
the nitty gritty of politics and the fine print of their suggestions, there is hardly anything left
that is of substance and that could really create an alternative future to the complete train-
wreck that is austerity Europe today from the perspective of the wider working masses and
especially the (southern) European youth.[12]
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For instance, Gabriel  and Schulz criticize the Stability and Growth Pact and its newest
reincarnation as the Fiscal Compact for having failed in both economic and political terms.
The “political divisions” within the European Union and the rise of nationalist forces, they
maintain,  are the result  of  “slow growth,  low investment activity,  and an employment
crisis.” As a result, they demand “a change in economic policy and a growth pact for the
European Union.”[13]

Yet, in the end it turns out that Gabriel and Schulz don’t seek such an alternative to the
Fiscal Compact at all. Instead they simply criticize that the Stability and Growth Pact does
not do what it says it does (create growth), which is why Gabriel and Schulz want to make
the  Fiscal  Compact  more  flexible  –  allowing  for  anti-cyclical  stimulus  packages.[14]  The
current economic policy, they maintain, is “too complex, too prone to mistakes, and too pro-
cyclical.”[15]

At the same time, Gabriel and Schulz intend to continue with the austerity-oriented, new
economic governance in the EU when they explicitly demand the tightening of national
budgets  through  neoliberal  balanced  budget  amendments  and  and  “institutionalized
mechanism for debt restructuring … during phases of economic recovery.”[16] In other
words,  they not  only  embrace the EU’s  old  “Sixpack” regulations with their  automatic
sanctioning of public debt levels but also the neo-constitutionalist Memorandum policies
which seize control over national budgets through “shadow budgets” with the sole purpose
of channeling public tax resources into the coffers of European big banks. Essentially, what
Gabriel  and Schulz’s  suggestions  ultimately  boil  down to  is  the EU’s  general  “internal
devaluation”  exit  strategy  minus  the  failed  orthodoxies,  or,  in  other  words,  a  kind  of
neoliberalism with a pragmatic Keynesian face.

And it is probably not too far-fetched to argue that this statesmanlike approach of “I like it,
but I’m against it” (Georg Kreisler) or “on the one hand, but on the other…” (Kurt Tucholsky)
might help getting them re-elected too, just as it did in 2013 when the German social
democrats also, albeit mildly and only until the end of the election campaign, criticized the
Memoranda of Understanding that had dictated and continue to dictate, with their own
political support in the German government, to the EU’s internal periphery cuts to social
spending  on  healthcare,  pensions  and  unemployment  insurance,  public  sector  layoffs  and
hiring  freezes,  the  lowering  of  the  minimum wage  level,  the  replacement  of  national
collective bargaining structures through a – wage-depressing – decentralized system of
company wage agreements, and fire-sale privatizations of public assets.

Omissions in the Plan

The general feebleness of Gabriel and Schulz’s proposals becomes clear when it comes to
the question who should actually pay for the Europe-wide “active industrial policy” which
they are suggesting and which on paper sounds like a step in the right, i.e. in an anti-
austerity direction. Apparently no one is! At least that is the only conclusion that their
strategy paper allows; because, for instance, there’s not a single paragraph in there that
demands higher taxes on the wealthy. Instead, everything apparently is supposed to stay
the same except  for  the  closing  of  tax  loopholes,  a  lip-service  paid  to  fighting  tax  havens
and a Tobin-kind of financial transaction tax, which they say, in the old neoliberal discourse,
could help pay for “relieving the factor labour,” but is, as everyone knows, minute when it
comes to the size of national budgets.[17] So now, doesn’t that sound like a gargantuan
Euro-Keynesian program up ahead?!
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Incidentally, it is generally the case that the most interesting thing about their proposals is
not what they say, but rather what they don’tsay. For instance, what they also do not
mention with a single sentence is the role that the German export-oriented growth and
competition model with its trade surpluses has played in creating the tremendous and
growing imbalances within the Eurozone. Furthermore and as mentioned above, Gabriel and
Schulz do bemoan mass unemployment in Europe, but it is striking that they avoid to speak
about precarious employment and the massive increase of the low-wage sector.

The notion of “good jobs” is missing from their paper. Instead, if you read the strategy paper
closely,  you’ll  find  that  their  solution  to  everything  is  simply  “growth”  (and  I’ve  outlined
above how little that growth can actually amount to, given that Gabriel and Schulz neither
want to unravel the Fiscal Compact nor want to increase taxes on the wealthy to pay for
non-private sector growth policies). However, by talking about growth, what they are not
talking about is taking back the kind of systematic precarization policies which, under the
moniker  of  “flexible  labour  markets,”  the  ruling  social  democrats  (most  of  whom  are  still
calling the shots in the party…) enforced in Germany with the Agenda 2010 in the early
2000s and which are now being implemented in similar ways in France by their center-left
sister party, Francois Hollande’s French Socialist Party, against the will of the large majority
of  the  population  and  against  massive  social  resistance.  In  other  words,  the  general
neoliberal idea of competitiveness is not tackled at all. Instead, what Gabriel and Schulz
suggest is the opposite, namely that every relaxation of tightened belts should be made
dependent  on  compliance  with  regard  to  further  labour  market  flexibilizations,  or  as  they
put it: “the arrival at reform-milestones.”[18]

Finally,  Gabriel  and  Schulz  criticize  that  EU  technocrats  have  it  all  wrong  and  that
“technocratic  approaches  to  reform and  muddling  through  are  insufficient.”[19]  Now,  it  is
hard to miss the irony in all of this and difficult not to be amused by these Germans with a
sense of humor. After all, it is hard to conceive of any political duo resembling technocrats
more  than  Gabriel  and  Schulz  (who  have  been  in  positions  of  power  and  ruled  as
technocrats for many years and continue to speak in the language of technocrats[20]).
Furthermore, their  pronounced “courage to try something greater,” their  allegedly bold
proposal of a “re-founding of Europe” are little more than the typical “muddling through”
that states in capitalism do whilst trying to manage capitalism’s crises. However, pointing
that out would be a cheap shot.

So  let’s  take  Gabriel  and  Schulz’s  notion  of  how  to  “regenerate  enthusiasm  for
Europe”[21]  at  face  value.  Gabriel  and  Schulz  want  to  pursue  this  by  “democratizing
Europe.” Still, even though scholarship, including from their own party foundation has shown
the  role  that  output  legitimacy,  i.e.  real-concrete  material  benefits  have  played  when  it
comes to people’s views of the European Union, Gabriel and Schulz tend to stay within the
notional framework that procedural and input legitimacy is what is important when it comes
to dealing with the EU’s legitimacy crisis and the fact that, were there to be referendums in
other EU member states right now, multiple other states would be leaving the EU as well.
Furthermore, Gabriel and Schulz’s suggestions hardly go beyond the usual commonplace
suggestions, when they demand that the EU parliament becomes a real parliament which
elects a European government just like in the national states which together constitute the
EU.[22]

Furthermore, it is definitely interesting to note that they suggest this democratization as a
technocratic measure from above. This, however, is crucial because it is indicative of their
general technocratic top-down idea of politics which is the exact opposite of the activating
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and  movement-oriented  approaches  to  politics  embodied  by  Corbyn  or  Sanders,  for
instance. However, a democratization presupposes exactly this kind of mobilization because
of the social forces that have an interest in the status quo. This is not only because of short-
term political opponents to the meager, institutional changes with regard to the role of the
EU parliament that Gabriel and Schulz suggest. It is not just the axis Merkel-Schäuble etc.
that need to be taken into account here.

The point is that any kind of material democratization would have to tackle the question of
the budget rights of the EU Parliament whose ability to implement, for instance, something
like a European Marshall  Plan, as it has been demanded by the European Trade Union
Confederation  would  currently  actually  amount  to  a  violation  of  existing  EU  primary
legislation (for instance Article 126 of the Treaty on the Function of the European Union). As
a consequence, without massive mobilizations – that might even constitute a European
sovereign (something which the Elite-driven EU does not have and whose lack might be the
biggest obstacle for the elite’s project to deepen the integration during the crisis) – this kind
of  real  democratization  is  not  to  be  had.  And  insofar  as  democracy  without  material
foundations is a hollow shell, “postdemocratic” (as Colin Crouch has argued), it presupposes
a re-founding of Europe that is real instead of just a catchy slogan. •

Ingar Solty is Senior Research Fellow at the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation’s Institute for
Critical Social Analysis in Berlin. He is author of several books including Imperialism (with
Frank Deppe and David Salomon, 2011), The USA under Obama: Charismatic Leadership,
Social Movements and Imperial Politics in the Global Crisis (2013), Export World Champion in
Coerced Migration: The New German Foreign Policy, the Crisis, and Left Alternatives (2016),
and  the  forthcoming  What  is  to  Be  Done  in  Dark  Times?  Perspectives  against  Crisis
Capitalism, the Rise of the Right, and Islamic Terrorism (all published in German). Much of
his work can be downloaded at yorku.academia.edu/IngarSolty.
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