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IMAGINING EUROPE 

Guglielmo Carchedi: For Another Europe: a Class Analysis of European Economic 

Integration. London: Verso 

Reviewed by Alan Freeman 

 

Guglielmo Carchedi offers his readers one of the few serious analyses of the political 

economy of the European Community available today. Together with Peter Gowan’s 

(2002) dissection of finance capital in post-Cold War USA, it is indispensable for anyone 

who wants to understand the twin poles of the new imperialism.  

Carchedi seeks to explain the European Union (EU) as a project whose aim is to re-

organise and re-establish European domination over the extraction of surplus value from 

the third world in the face of a new and unilateral US ascendancy, overcoming the 

weaknesses of the individual nations which make it up by forming a political and 

economic bloc on a continental scale comparable with the size of the USA.  

A testimony to the book’s acuity is that although published three years ago, it addresses 

issues now at the forefront of debate on Europe: the response to the US’s world offensive; 

the world political economy of the Euro; trade relations with the third world; expansion to 

the East; and socially dissolute yet seemingly permanent levels of unemployment. 

This strength comes from the combination of three elements. The book contains a wealth 

of factual detail. It offers a thorough critique of the economic theories of trade, exchange 

and money that are usually invoked to explain European Union. And it provides an 

alternative account, rooted in a non-equilibrium value analysis of technological change, 

monetary policy and the role of state institutions. 

Weaknesses are inevitable in such an ambitious project, and reflect the depth of the 

problems which value theory is capable of tackling, after fifty years of more or less barren 

theoretical development, once non-equilibrium approaches such as that of the TSSI
1
 

school are brought into play. 

Politics and the market 

Carchedi’s starting point is empirical. The first section deals with the history of European 

institutions and the process of its enlargement, with special attention to the EU’s 

Ostpolitik and its complex relations with Britain, Carchedi offers a detailed description of 

the EU’s precursor, the European Economic Community (EEC), in its origin a free trade 

zone, and traces how it evolved into its modern form. Central to his account is the 

detailed description of the EU’s monetary and financial institutions – not least the 

European Investment Bank (EIB) which claims, probably justly, to be the largest single 

financial institution in the world. 

This empirical starting point is essential to the book. However such a starting point can be 

found, perhaps not presented so clearly, in any contemporary scholarly work on the EU. 

Carchedi’s work is distinguished by its theoretical framework. The elements mentioned 

above are integrated into a work of value-based political economy, a rare breed of writing 

these days.  

                                                 
1
 For detailed exposition of the Temporal Single System Interpretation (TSSI) of Marx’s value theory see 

Freeman and Carchedi (1995) Marx and Non-equilibrium Economics Freeman, Kliman and Wells (2003) 

and the website of the International Working Group on Value Theory (IWGVT) at www.iwgvt.org  
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The function of any work of critical political economy is to lay bare social and political 

relations that are disguised, by the working of the market, as economic relations. The 

problem is that orthodox economic theory is instrumental in this disguise where it should 

be corrosive of it. It participates in, and even glorifies, commodity fetishism and 

alienation, theorising them into a logically perfect system in which the ‘economy’ 

consists of exchanges between physical objects quite independent of the relations 

between the humans who produce and consume them. ‘Society’ then appears as an 

irksome intrusion instead of the real subject which uses and produces these physical 

objects. 

In consequence orthodoxy commits an interlinked series of mistakes arising from its most 

basic assumption, equilibrium. Moreover all heterodoxies which share this assumption, 

notably the dominant interpretation of Marx, at worst commit the same mistakes and at 

best find themselves unable to articulate an alternative.  

The idea of equilibrium, expressed non-mathematically, asserts that we can analyse the 

market as if it could reproduce itself perfectly and without change, provided only that the 

‘correct’ levels of unemployment, interest, and wages were allowed to occur. 

This idea is most evident in neoliberal policy prescriptions, which dictate that the best 

thing to do is let the market take its course. However neoliberal economics is not a 

straight ‘lie’. It is also an attempt, however botched, to understand the world. It does not 

assert that the world actually is in equilibrium or even that it can attain equilibrium. It 

asserts something much more subtle – that we can understand what we actually, 

empirically, find in the market by treating it as a deviation from equilibrium.  

The difference between neoliberal theory and Carchedi’s approach lies, therefore, in the 

causes they attribute to the evident fact that the market does not behave as neoliberal 

theory predicts. Within neoliberal theory any failure of the market to deliver the 

behaviour expected of it is attributed to a non-economic external intervention. Since it 

conceives of the market as perfect, when the market is otherwise, it has to attribute this 

difference to something external.
2
  

This ‘something external’ is politics. For all equilibrium-based theory, the way to 

understand what the economy is doing at any point in time is to study how society’s 

institutions and political interventions condition, restrain and distort its supposed ‘natural’ 

functioning. Governments may of course opt for such interventions – witness the EU’s 

huge agricultural subsidies – but this is presented by standard equilibrium theory as a 

sacrifice of economic optimality for regrettably non-economic goals such as protecting 

farmer’s incomes. Orthodoxy therefore quantifies the impact of such interventions by 

measuring their departure from a hypothetical optimum. 

In other words for neoliberalism, politics explains what the market really does; for 

Carchedi the market explains what politicians really do. 

Carchedi seeks to explain what the market does as a consequence of its own internal 

workings. He does not see political intervention as arising to restore or interfere with the 

market for non-economic reasons, but to hold together the political and social order in the 

face of the recurrent havoc which market plays with it and to extract, for whichever 

classes hegemonises the political order, differential benefits with respect to all other 

classes and class fractions of society. 

                                                 
2
 As John Weeks has noted, this is like thinking of a horse as an imperfect unicorn. A surprising amount of 

economic theory is devoted to solving questions equivalent to ‘how can I get my horse’s horn back?’ 
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Carchedi shows how these benefits may be quantified. For him the agents of this 

intervention are not Weberian technicians or functionaries, outside the market; they are 

social classes and fractions of social classes, or their servants, which the market brings 

into being: wage labourers, industrialists, bankers, farmers, and so on. For orthodox 

economic theory in contrast, public servants merely apply its technical methods, which 

form a perfectly logical system if the initial premise is accepted, quantify the economic 

consequences of what politicians do and decide, allegedly objectively, between 

alternative policies. 

For Carchedi, when state institutions take a decision such as the creation of a strong Euro 

or the provision of agricultural support, what this really represents is that a coalition of 

various class forces, which will secure special benefits from the policy, has come together 

and secured support for it. 

Class and value 

We can illustrate this point from Carchedi’s own book. Simplistically put, for example, 

the EC’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) represented a coalition of small farmers
3
 

who sought to defend their incomes, agribusiness seeking to organise its supply chain, 

and capital from exporting sectors seeking subsidies to protect their domestic markets 

from competition from the world market. 

This method does not stop with policies like the CAP that appear as a ‘deviation’ from 

equilibrium. Carchedi seeks to show that it applies also to those policies which claim to 

restore this equilibrium, and thus that the real content of neoliberal policy is not the 

neutral one of promoting the general public good, but the private interest of specific 

classes, which orthodox theory successfully presents as if they were merely neutral 

technical formulae. 

He sees the policy of a strong Euro, for example, as arising from a coalition of finance 

capital seeking to challenge US hegemony on world financial markets, and large capital 

seeking to use unemployment to discipline organised and undefeated labour forces. It 

actually sacrifices a great deal of social optimality, since it keeps fifteen million people 

out of work. It is not, however, presented in this way, as a social choice between full 

employment and world financial status – at least not by the economists, although 

politicians and journalists generally get the idea. Within formal theory the policies of the 

European Central Bank and of the treaty of Maastricht, are presented as dictated by the 

requirement of price stability. 

Value analysis is central to Carchedi’s project. He seeks to quantify the economic 

consequence of policy measures in terms of the losses and gains to each class or class 

fraction. This is difficult to do when value is conceived as a mere physical quantity of 

‘real output’, an approach that introduces many very intractable distortions, as economist 

themselves recognise. The best way to overcome this is to convert money quantities not 

into magnitudes of physical product but magnitudes of social labour, since this allows us 

to compare the social consequences of the market in different parts of the world (where 

the ‘physical product’ varies enormously from place to place), and for different classes 

(who use this ‘physical product’ for completely different purposes). 

                                                 
3
 The power of small agricultural producers within many countries was unrepresentative of their numbers, 

because of their ability to mediate in disputes between labour and Capital and because they provided, as 

Carchedi notes, a reservoir of right-wing votes particularly during the Cold War. Thus in Germany a 

decisive role was played by the small CSU party, traditionally the part of small capital and farmers, because 

it could shape the coalitions that the CDU and SPD were able to enter into. 
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However until now economics – led unfortunately by the Marxists – have declared this 

logically impossible and indeed almost heretical. Thinkers in the TSSI school have, 

however, not only shown this project to be completely logically consistent but have 

exhibited the results for the US and world economy.  

Unfortunately the resources devoted to such approaches are extremely small, precisely 

because of the theoretical threat which it poses to orthodox thinking. Carchedi, in 

common with many empirical Marxists, is therefore obliged to quantify value transfers 

directly in money, which is a measure of value that fluctuates according to extraneous 

factors such as exchange rates, interest rate policies, and financial markets. This 

represents the limits of what is possible until and unless real resources are released to 

convert these magnitudes into labour hours.  

Carchedi therefore demonstrates these value transfers theoretically in terms of labour 

values, and empirically in monetary terms. This is a significant achievement, not to be 

underrated. It emphasises the need to unblock what is effectively an organised censorship 

of its non-equilibrium value approach, explained in terms of alleged ‘logical 

inconsistencies’ in Marx’s value approach that do not in fact exist. 

 

In what sense is equilibrium economics ‘wrong’? 

Carchedi’s book has a weakness which the TSSI in general is attempting to address in its 

wider critiques of the functioning of political economy. The problem can be expressed as 

follows: does the ideological character of the neoliberal view make it a simple lie, a 

simple error? If so then it is hard to explain how neoliberalism – or for that matter 

Keynesianism – has been able to generate institutions that reproduce it. I have elsewhere 

used the word ‘ideologic’ to express the contradictory, two-faced nature of what is 

essentially a theological account. Carchedi touches on this issue on pages 54-56 in his 

critique of the neoclassical demand curve but does not expand this critique to the whole 

of equilibrium theory. 

A good analogy is the Ptolemaic theory that the earth is the centre of the universe. On the 

one hand it is, not to put too fine a point on it, barmy. Today not even the most ardent 

Mid-American Creationist defends it.
4
 But it is all too easy to forget that using it, 

astronomers for nearly two thousand years made very accurate calculations of the 

positions of the stars and planets, eclipses, and not least, the dates of the key events of the 

seasons. It is very probable that if today it were compared with Galileo’s theory using 

standard econometric analysis, it would be found superior. If we wish to understand it we 

cannot characterise it as ‘simply false’ in the sense of flying in the face of all observation. 

The key is to realise that it wasn’t chosen for its ability to predict reality at all, although it 

would have been unusable unless it could at least make a stab at it. It was chosen to make 

sense of the social order, to justify the ‘divine’ rights of kings, bishops, emperors and 

popes. It was a crazy theory but it was what made government possible. So it is with 

neoliberal economics. 

Carchedi tends to offer a straight unmediated contrast between two extreme forms of 

appearance of the same underlying reality: between false neoliberal theory and valid 

nonequilibrium value theory. If European states were so mesmerised by false visions that 

they could not understand the most basic things about the world around them, then it is 

                                                 
4
 However, modernity is full of surprises. 
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hard to understand how and why the project of European Union has succeeded, let alone 

it achieves the technical complexities of the CAP and Euro projects. 

I think it is insufficient to make a simple confrontation, which Carchedi does, between a 

valid, non-equilibrium value-theoretic approach, and ‘false’ neoliberal or Keynesian 

approaches. Equilibrium analysis allows the governing classes, elites and functionaries to 

make judgements adequate to resolve a number of key problems – not least to continue 

governing. Neoliberalism is a conscious ideological reaction, a return to an earlier and 

less competent view of the market than, for example, Keynesian analysis. It is, however, a 

successful ideological reaction, and we forget this at our peril. 

The real problem is thus to explain what role neoliberal theory actually does play in the 

organisation of institutions such as the European Union which, if one analyses them 

objectively, run in key senses counter to the doctrinal provisions of this theory. 

The EU’s shifting and complex policies are generally presented in terms of neoliberal or 

orthodox equilibrium theory. Therefore, to understand these policies one has to get behind 

the language in which they are described, which is couched in terms of ideal conditions of 

trade and exchange which, were they ever to exist, would instantly be torn apart by the 

very workings of the market. One has to ‘invert’ this language to find what it really 

means. 

Carchedi shows that if one confronts EU trade legislation objectively, it promotes the 

contrary of its own claims. Its goal is declared to be the creation of a free market in 

capital, goods and labour. However first, even within the EU there are key institutions 

and policies which are not explicable in terms of this drive. The agricultural policy, the 

role of the EIB, the social fund – all these are directed not at establishing the market 

against society’s resistance, but at overcoming the natural divergence that the market 

produces, in order to bring about political and social integration and create a United 

Europe.  

But even more significantly, whilst the general thrust of European trade policy is to 

provide for free movement within the EU, the sharpest contrast is that between this 

internal policy and its external policy. What we actually find in the EU is ‘free trade 

within, protection without’. But as a result the whole context of the ‘free market’ within 

Europe is not any kind of natural or unconstrained equilibrium at all; it is a constructed 

relation to the world market. It exists within a context; and this context is that the Euro, 

the EU’s trade relations with the world, and Europe’s system of internal subsidies and 

transfers, have been used to create a club of privileged members. The European free 

market is no more or less than a system for distributing their privileges. 

Between the EU and the rest of the world the legislation consciously promotes all manner 

of protection and special agreements: massively subsidised agriculture; asymmetric trade 

arrangements with the third world; and the very conscious political goal of converting the 

Euro into an alternative world currency to the dollar.  

If the real goal of European policymakers were to implement neoliberal theory worldwide 

they would drop agricultural subsidies, provide free access for third world producers to 

their internal markets, and lower interest rates to world levels equal to or lower than the 

equivalent dollar rate. The problem is on the one hand to understand what these policies 

really seek to achieve, but also to understand how its ‘hidden goals’ can be formulated at 

all, within a theoretical framework which at least nominally treats them as contrary to 

nature. 

The key to this puzzle, as in general with understanding the constitution of the nation 

state, is thus the contrast between internal and external policies. What neoliberal 
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economics actually defines is a system of distribution, not a system of production. The 

key to understanding reality is to ask one simple question: what does it distribute? To this 

Carchedi has an answer: plunder. 

Why the euro? 

Carchedi begins from the world economy, not from the idealised free trade zone of 

orthodox theory which writes as if nowhere outside Europe existed. His objective is in the 

first instance to understand the relation between Europe and the rest of the world, and in 

particular the USA and the third world. 

He succinctly demonstrates the inadequacy of existing formal theory in a critique of the 

modern theory of trade and money, the twin pillars of the theory of modern neoliberalism 

which underpin standard approaches to European Union. The second section of his book 

is devoted to a basic critique of Ricardian trade theory and its successors, followed by a 

critique of the exchange rate theory that is based on this trade theory.  

Starting from this critique he proceeds to show that the fundamental reason for the failure 

of both is not the failure of the market but its working – in particular, its continued 

tendency towards uneven development. This acts systematically to transfer value from 

those lands and regions of average or below-average productivity to those parts in which 

innovation has created higher than average productivity. This wholly dynamic effect 

completely negates and overrides any tendency towards convergence of high and low 

productivity regions and nations, because it provides the advanced parts of the world with 

a much higher share of world surplus value than their competitors, providing a positive 

feedback loop which enables them to reinforce and augment their productivity advantage. 

Political intervention is needed to offset this natural tendency; within the EU to raise the 

previously backward regions to the level of the most advanced and externally to construct 

a bloc capable of competing with the US through control of specific areas of the third 

world in which European capital seeks hegemony. 

It is a great achievement of the book to revive the forgotten but valid concept of unequal 

exchange, situating it in the non-equilibrium framework without which it cannot be 

rendered rigorous. This places the theory in a new position. Dependency theorists of the 

1960s and 1970s tended to explain unequal exchange as in some sense a result of unfair 

conditions external to the market such as noncapitalist sectors. In a non-equilibrium 

framework, Carchedi is able to show how it is produced by the market itself, as a simple 

consequence of the way it organises the diffusion of technology and the acceleration of 

technological differences worldwide. 

The appropriation of surplus profit through exchanges between unequally productive 

producers, Carchedi shows, acts as the principal source of accumulation in Europe, so that 

the real secret of capital in Europe is that it organises to maintain and intensify all political 

factors which defend and extend its relation to the capital-starved poor majority of the 

world. This is at the heart of his account of European trade policy.  

His treatment of European monetary policy then develops out of this – a second 

significant theoretical achievement of the book. He demonstrates the magnitude of 

seigneurage – a further mechanism of value transfer that arises from a basic asymmetry 

of trade, namely it takes place in the currency of one particular country, the commercially 

and financially dominant country.  

The products of the USA do not exchange ‘equally’ with those of the rest of the world as 

if, in Ricardo’s treatment, money did not count for anything and US computers were 

simply exchanged against Latin American Coffee. Latin America receives dollars for its 
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coffee, and pays dollars for its computers. The USA extracts, as Carchedi remorselessly 

documents, enormous and significantly underestimated advantages from this 

arrangement. Not least, as we now see, it has the advantage that having obliged the 

surplus countries of China, Japan, and Germany to finance its rapacious deficit with their 

surplus dollars, it can now devalue their holdings at a stroke simply by devaluing the 

dollar by 30, 40 or 50 per cent. 

Carchedi shows that static, equilibrium treatments of seigneurage greatly underestimate 

its extent. The attempt to offset the which the USA can achieve by wiping out up to 50 

per cent of its huge debts – a dynamic effect not visible within an equilibrium framework 

– are the only reasonable explanation for the fact that the European policymakers are 

prepared to run the nearly suicidal risk of maintaining a economy of permanent 

underemployment, in order precisely to attempt to supplant the dollar with the Euro in a 

decisive section of the world economy 

This sheds an entirely different light on the monetary policy of the European Union than 

that in terms of which it is usually explained. It is not, as often claimed, the internal 

stability of prices within the European Union which provokes its central bankers and 

politicians alike to ruinous monetary and fiscal policies which have rendered 15 million 

European workers unemployed. It is the external imperative of confronting the power of 

the almighty dollar on a world scale, attempting to turn the Euro into the trade currency of 

choice of ever larger parts of the world, and into the reserve currency of choice of the 

zones of would-be European hegemony. 

At the core of the present process of European union is thus a financial project; to convert 

the Euro into a world currency as a means both to challenge US hegemony by 

reorganising larger and larger sections of third-world (and ex-second world) capital 

around European finance capital. This in turn dictates the otherwise highly irrational 

Maastricht project of maintaining a strong Euro whatever the cost to Europe’s 

competitiveness. The function of the priority to price stability is not just an insane 

neoliberal prejudice but to ensure that as the US’s insatiable thirst for capital steadily 

erodes the dollar’s capacity to serve as a store of value, the Euro can substitute for it.  

The pivot of Carchedi’s analysis is the central section of his book on the Geo-politics of 

the Euro. This provides an explanation of the function which the dollar has played for US 

finance capital in terms of the mechanisms which it creates for a world system of surplus-

profit extraction. This is not simply a technical analysis but a class analysis; it explains 

who wins and who loses as a result of dollarisation. Since the issuing of a reserve 

currency confers enormous competitive advantages on the blocs of capital that participate 

in it, it follows that the world battle over currency is in fact a competitive struggle 

between continental blocs of capital.  

This incidentally explains the prolonged ambivalence of British capital towards the Euro. 

On the one hand British capital possesses a world currency in its own right – the pound 

sterling. This provides British capital with great advantages in world markets which it is 

unwilling simply to give up. On the other, as US finance capital becomes more and more 

narrowly committed to the purely national interests of US capital in general, and less and 

less interested in holding together a hegemonic bloc of world capital as a whole, British 

capital finds itself less and less able to hold its own against the dollar. In the context of an 

unresolved tension between the dollar and the euro, British finance capital has secured an 

extended lease of life as an intermediary; the City essentially functions as an offshore 

staging point for the interaction between Europe and America. Eventually it will have to 

choose – but as Keynes might have said, eventually we are all dead. 
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Trade, war and geopolitics 

The second core European project is an ambitious attempt to reorganise the largest 

possible chunk of the global South under European hegemony. This is the subject of 

Carchedi’s next section on ‘Trade, Development and War’. Despite the intense rhetoric 

about free trade which has accompanied the rise of the WTO, its actual operation brings 

about something quite different from a genuine free world market. In fact it strives for an 

open market for Northern exports to the South, and a protected market for Southern 

exports to the North.  

Europe has developed a series of instruments for this of which Carchedi focuses on two: 

Europe’s preferential relations with the African, Caribbean and Pacific countries (ACP), 

and its relation with the Central and East European countries (CEEC). “The thesis 

submitted here,” he writes, is that “The EU as a whole has a colonial type of imperialist 

relation with the ACP countries but could establish a different type of imperialist relations 

with some of the CEECs”. 

Europe’s project towards the ACP countries is quite simply to regulate trade to the 

greatest possible advantage of its own capitalists. It has established a series of bilateral 

relations in which it provides (quite limited) aid and capital grants in return for 

preferential treatment in exports. As a consequence, 40 per cent of ACP exports are 

towards Europe – mostly in primary commodities. These countries are therefore 

dominated by their relation to European capital. The situation is the reverse for European 

capital. ACP share of the EU market has declined from 6.7 per cent in 1976 to 3.4 per 

cent in 1993. 

Exactly the same situation arose in the EU’s relation to the CEEC countries. Between 

1991 and 1996 EU exports of food, beverages and tobacco to CEEC countries rose from 

ECU1.7bn to ECU4.7, whilst its imports were almost static, rising from ECU2.2bn to 

ECU2.7bn. Its trade balance with the CEEC countries in this sector thus moved, over this 

relatively short period, from a deficit of ECU0.5bn to a surplus of ECU2bn. As Bojnec 

(1996) notes one cannot but wonder ‘whether the Association Agreements contribute to 

improve the CEEC food and agricultural trade, or whether they merely protect the CAP’ 

Over the same period the trade balance in manufactured products multiplied by 6, from a 

surplus of ECU3.0bn to a surplus of ECU19.2bn. 

However in the East Europe confronts a difficulty which does not concern it with the 

ACP countries;  it shares a common border with them. It had to make a strategic decision, 

exemplified in the choices made by West Germany in relation to East Germany, whether 

to keep them at arms length and leave them to the economic and social fate dictated by 

the world market (suitably skewed to suit European interests) or whether to attempt to 

integrate them socially and politically.  

Carchedi demonstrates the intimate interconnection between these choices and the 

military, geopolitical questions facing Europe. To operate as a world economic power, 

Europe requires also to operate as a world military power. Although, therefore, the 

integration of Eastern Europe is economically immensely costly, for strategic geopolitical 

reasons it is indispensable. Europe’s highly ambivalent and conflictual relations with the 

accession countries is dominated by the contradiction between the thirst of European 

capital to extract the maximum possible surplus profit from them, and the danger that this 

over-exploitation will drive them into the arms of the rival hegemonic project of US 

capital. 
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The construction of convergence 

The last great puzzle of Europe is the process of integration itself. European capital, 

despite its outward commitment to neoliberal values, could not actually organise itself as 

a coherent world bloc on the basis of the North-South and East-West disparities that 

existed thirty years ago, between say Ireland, Greece or Portugal on the one hand and 

Germany or Benelux on the other, let alone the accession countries. 

If the market functioned as theory predicts, then these large gaps should disappear by the 

mere creation of a universal market. From the standpoint of trade theory, the principal 

obstacle to the rapid growth of these countries was the barriers created by their obsolete 

national boundaries.  

In this sense neoliberal doctrine does make sense insofar as it provides a guide to action. 

European integration is motivated explicitly in terms of the removal of these barriers and 

the creation of a European market in capital and labour, and this is the subject of 

Carchedi’s last two chapters on the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) and on European 

Social Policies, respectively. 

The convergence of the Eurozone countries and the reduction of what were at one time 

major differentials in output and average income, although far from complete, is a 

significant achievement. Is it, then, a vindication of free-trade neoliberal policies? 

Although having set the framework in which this question could be answered, Carchedi 

does not really address it. Yet the answer is in his grasp. 

He rightly emphasises that the project contains redistributive as well as deregulatory 

elements.  Convergence within Europe did not just ‘happen’. It has been helped along by 

the perfectly conscious spending of very large sums of money. The three mechanisms 

have been the Agricultural policy, the social fund, and the EIB. 

The EIB is completely and literally dominated by capital. Its management board reads 

like a list of the key personages of Europe’s transnational companies. It is responsible for 

large-scale infrastructure projects which are indispensable for European capital to operate 

on a continental scale, most notably transport – a fact about which British capital remains 

obdurately ignorant, which is why the British trains don’t work. It has created the 

physical infrastructure of a continental market in its network of high-speed trains and in 

the construction of a (highly protected and subsidised) air industry which, for the first 

time in history, has gained the ascendancy over its US rivals. It has shifted very large 

investments from where they would ‘naturally’ occur, were the market to have its way, to 

places dictated by strategic necessities. And it has physically invested large sums of 

capital where it would not otherwise have been invested. 

Thus in a paradoxical sense, a key element of a very neoliberal EU project has actually 

been a redistributive core – based not on the traditional class redistribution of income but 

actually on the regional redistribution of capital. The EU in this sense represents ‘capital 

organized’ but organized to offset the natural tendency towards divergence of the market 

left to its own devices.  

Within this, it organises also the relation between capital and other classes, which are 

determined by a complex combination of factors – the actual relation of forces with 

organised labour, the real need to maintain political and social solidarity, and so on. 

Again, these policies are designed not to correct but to offset and negate potentially 

destructive forces arising from the market. The Common Agricultural Policy has also 

been the very opposite of a free market project as even its supporters acknowledge. The 

social fund, the social provisions of the Charter, and those formidable elements of the 

welfare state that persist within individual countries of the EU are – at least from a UK 
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standpoint – a significant concession to labour and to a priority for human and social 

rights above those of mere profit. 

Does this make the EU a socialist or progressive project – at least in comparison with the 

USA? To answer this question we need to step back from the details of the project and 

ask ourselves what is the real historical peculiarity of the EU. It is an attempt to create, in 

essence, a new nation. Like all nations, it is in the words of Benedict Anderson (1983)  an 

‘imagined community’. This particular nation requires a particularly creative imagination. 

It requires us to conceive of two world wars as minor civil conflicts. It poses almost 

unanswerable questions about the relation of East to West; it cannot even settle accounts 

in a decent manner with the meaning of the Crusades. As Kagarlitsky (2004)  points out, 

it cannot even place faces on its coins for fear of the conflicts this would evoke. 

This is not (a) problem with the idea of Europe or European Union per se. It is a problem 

of the type of state which the Europeans are attempting to construct which is, in essence, 

a new nation state, which depends for its existence on an exploitative and indeed 

militaristic relation to the Global South. Few should weep for most of the nations which it 

seeks to dissolve. We should, however, be concerned at the idea that they can be replaced 

by a bigger and more effective version of the same idea. 

The problem is a complex one. The entire project of creating an identity based on 

supposed historical civilised values which run in a spectrum from Athenian democracy to 

the holocaust is a chimaerical dream. Europe has the misfortune to be defined, initially, 

not by what it is for but by what it is against. Put most simplistically, Europe is defined by 

its opposition to the USA; more precisely, it is defined by its opposition to George Dubya 

Bush. 

The question is, however, what form and kind of opposition stands a real chance of 

defeating this new, very dangerous and very militaristic new phase in the evolution of US 

politics. Following Carchedi’s analysis, the forms of political organisation needed to 

confront it flow from the class coalitions needed to defeat it. A coalition which is based 

on exploiting and further impoverishing the very people that suffer most at its hands – the 

great majority of the world’s people which live in the Global South – is not only unlikely 

to succed, but unlikely even to hold together. 

There are two types of world coalition that can be constructed. One is the present attempt: 

to create a ‘civilised’ mirror image of the USA in Europe. Not only would this be the very 

opposite of civilisation: it could not even succeed. There is, however, another road. This 

is to construct a relation with the third world based not on opposition but identity; not on 

a supposedly superior ‘European’ domination of  Africa, Asia, the Middle East and Latin 

America but on a new partnership with them, a partnership based on a true equality of 

human rights, a mutual commitment to peace and on economic relations that correspond 

to these social goals. What Carchedi shows is that European capital cannot construct such 

a partnership. Whether Europe’s workers can remains to be seen. 
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