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urope hasn’t known a particularly good year since 2008 but 

the present is one for the history books. When said volumes 

are written, 2015 will be remembered as a watershed, a 

turning point in the history of the supranational experiment 

that is the European Union. The year’s most harrowing event will not, 

however, be the headline. No, 2015 will be remembered not so much 

for the return of terrorism to the Continent. (If only because—lest we 

forget Madrid, London, Oslo and Utøya, Liège, Toulouse and 

Brussels—it never really left.) The year might rather be remembered 

for the Continent’s unprecedented fragility in the event, evidenced in 

EU member states’ knee-jerk suspension of the Schengen Agreement 

and open defiance of European law concerning the allocation of 

refugees. But this fragility too is only another symptom of a greater 

ailment, one which strikes us as ultimately more malignant than even 

the (re)appearance of terrorism and petty nationalism, at least insofar 

as it has undermined the constitution of the afflicted. To wit, one 

cannot contextualize any of these recent developments without 

reference to Brussels’ moral abdication in the latest act of the Greek 

debt drama, which culminated on the eve of the refugee crisis. 

 Europe’s parochial response to November’s Paris attacks cannot 

be explained otherwise. It represents a retreat into insularity in the 

aftermath of precisely the kind of traumatic experience which tends 

on the contrary to inspire solidarity and resolve. More curious still, it 

acquiesces to the attackers’ bald manipulation in every way. The plot’s 

masterminds in Raqqa advertised their plan to use the refugee crisis 

as a wedge between EU member states and the leaders of those states 

have obliged now them. Why? Because the Islamic State group hasn’t 

just exploited an unfortunate (but statistically inevitable) security 

lapse; it has positioned itself to be the prime beneficiary of a more 

general crisis in political confidence that broke out at a most 

convenient hour for its purposes. 

That hour was a long time coming. As a federal Europe rose 

ponderously from the ruth and rubble of the Second World War to 

administer first a common market then a single currency, its citizens 
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came to challenge the ‘democratic deficit’ inherent in technocratic 

administration. The economic imperative alone wouldn ’t suffice. A 

united Europe would need solid political and social foundations too. 

The ‘concessions’ made by the European Communities over the 

decades, however, have been double-edged. Among the political 

compromises was an elected—but strictly consultative—parliament, 

which remains in any case a mere accessory. MEPS may have 

successfully advocated citizens’ concerns, resulting in a series of social 

and environmental directives in recent decades, but the actual 

decisions were taken elsewhere. European policy is dictated in the best 

case by the unelected (and largely unaccountable) European 

Commission and in the worst by various ‘informal’ (and wholly 

unaccountable) powerbroker networks like the Eurogroup (a monthly 

congress of finance ministers convened under the aegis of the 

Council). Among the social ‘concessions’ we might count the 

Schengen Agreement. This formal codification of the principle of free 

movement constitutes on one hand the culmination of European 

cosmopolitanism and on the other the hallmark of the neoliberal 

acquis, oiling the multinational machinery in a bid to ‘remain 

competitive.’ (It’s also a political Rorschach test. In its early years the 

Agreement was regarded as a mechanism of refugee exclusion; now 

the complaint is the polar opposite.) For better and worse, though, 

Schengen ‘cooperation’ is another strategic decision taken and 

incorporated into European law through top-down summitry. It was 

negotiated on the basis of expediency and not equality, and has the 

glaring exceptions to prove it. 

So, despite a densely rational legal framework that ensures 

localized accountability and admittedly embodies laudable values, the 

‘democratic deficit’ persists in the arbitrary exercise of power at 

Europe’s highest levels. Nowhere has this been more evident than in 

the latest episode of Greece’s ongoing debt crisis. Conventional 

wisdom holds that the Greeks’ ultimate capitulation to its lenders’ 

draconian terms rendered their six-month strategy of aggressive 

negotiation ridiculous, possibly even criminally negligent, in 

retrospect. Not at all. From the moment of SYRIZA’s landmark 

electoral victory in January 2015, the incoming government, 

particularly its finance minister Yanis Varoufakis, realized that the 

lenders’ representatives in Brussels would overplay their hand. 

Provocation came in the form of SYRIZA’s democratic mandate to 

contest the terms of debt servitude imposed in 2010, coupled with 

increasing international support for the Greek cause, coming not just 

from fellow travellers now but from respected economists as well. It 

had become obvious that the Greek debt was unsustainable and 

required the kind of restructuring that would have been easily 

available—perhaps even imposed—had repayment not been effectively 

guaranteed by the single currency (a fact that the lenders knew all too 

well, turning an otherwise unattractive high-risk/high-yield 



 

investment into an irresistible high-yield/no-risk endeavour). The 

drama reached its climax in the referendum of 5 July in which the 

Greeks voted as one to reject the terms of a new bailout extending 

and deepening an already discredited austerity programme. 

There were equally significant developments behind the scenes, 

most notably at the Eurogroup meeting in Brussels in the run-up to 

referendum. Varoufakis’ request for a deadline extension to await the 

vote was ignored and the body’s convention of unanimity abrogated 

in ostracizing the Greek finance minister and issuing a vitriolic 

statement against the Greek government. The secretariat’s written 

response to the legal question raised by Varoufakis: ‘The Eurogroup 

is an informal group. Thus it is not bound by Treaties or written 

regulations. While unanimity is conventionally adhered to, the 

Eurogroup President is not bound to explicit rules. ’ Still, Frankfurt 

held its breath that weekend. The heavy-handedness of the lenders’ 

representatives resumed with a vengeance only when they finally dared 

exhale. Despite the referendum result and a technical default, there 

was no market fall-out. From that moment, it became clear that the 

cabal of self-styled ‘technocrats’ who claim to safeguard the euro (but 

in fact serve a narrow set of financial interests) could do what they 

pleased. Varoufakis was sacked and his successor swallowed the deal. 

It wasn’t pretty. But it wasn’t a waste of time either. SYRIZA 

effectively outed the Eurogroup and revealed that the European 

Union is administered through networks of influence whose interests 

do not always align with the common good and, most damningly, whose 

methods are realpolitik at its most cynical. This latest episode 

substantiated citizens’ enduring fears  of the ‘democratic deficit.’ 

Despite all its high-flown rhetoric, in Europe might makes right. 

 (Incidentally this is confirmed once more by the newfound and 

wholly discretionary lenience on the part of the Commission toward 

the French government’s announced programme of deficit defence 

spending. The French are allowed to face their moment of crisis with 

European support; the Greeks had to face theirs alone.) 

 It’s not surprising that the attacks in Paris have tipped Europe 

into disarray. The obviously and profoundly capricious nature of 

European governance at its highest level had already undermined the 

foundations of the European project. Brussels’ traditional Eurosceptic 

adversaries have always decried the erosion of national sovereignty by 

EU oversight. With the outbreak of the refugee crisis in late summer, 

they learned to bolster their sovereignty argument with dubious 

security concerns. But, if they are in the ascendant now, it is because 

of the growing indifference, even hostility, of Brussels’ traditional 

allies: those of us who subscribe to the values of solidarity, democracy 

and tolerance that underpin the legitimacy of the European 

institutions but have too often been lacking in their actual functioning. 

This is indeed an unprecedented moment of crisis in Europe. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This literature carries the only plan of salvation.  

Do not throw it away. Pass it on to another.  

 


