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Living Apart Together in Europe 
Jean-Pierre van Aubel & Frans K.M. van Nispen1 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

A decade ago Alice Rivlin issued a new book in which she calls for a revival of the 

American dream that is 'a democratic political system in which most people feel that 

they can affect public decisions and elect officials who will speak for them' [Rivlin 

1992, p. 1]. The original idea had been faded due to a process of centralization. In the 

early days, called dual federalism, both levels of government were relatively small, 

but the power was with the states [1789-1933]. The activities of both levels 

government expanded during the depression years, but more of the federal 

government creating a situation of cooperative federalism [1933-1980]. The drive for 

centralization peaked in the early 80s and power began shifting back to the states, 

generating a system of competitive federalism [Shannon & Kee 1989]. She calls for a 

division of the job, though two previous attempts to sort out responsibilities under the 

label of new federalism did not work out [Rivlin 1992, p. 82-84]2. 

A couple of months ago Joschka Fischer, the German minister of Foreign 

Affairs articulated his European dream, calling for a specification of the 'Finalität', 

that is the ultimate goal of the process of European integration. It came at a moment 

that Europe is challenged by two conflicting developments - globalization and 

localization - labeled by Tom Courchene as 'glocalization' [Watts 1994]. 

 

                                                 
1. The authors are both affiliated with the Erasmus University of Rotterdam, The Netherlands. 

We're indebted to Johan Weggeman did a survey of the literature on federations as part his 
Masters thesis [Weggeman 1997]. 

2. The Nixon administration launched a plan to return power to the states by cutting the number 
of categorial grants and providing federal aid to the states with fewer strings. The Reagan 
administration has proposed a series swaps to sort out the federal and state roles and to reduce 
the number of categorial grants. 
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2. The European dream 

 

The F-word is back about 10 year after 'Black Monday', September 30, 1991, when a 

proposal of the Dutch presidency for the creation of a political union was turned down 

by the other member states. A couple of months ago Joschka Fischer, the German 

minister of Foreign Affairs, speaking personally at the Humboldt Universität in 

Berlin, has launched a plea for the establishment of a political union modeled to the 

German federation. He envisions a three-stages missile. The first step in the direction 

of a federation should be an intensification of the cooperation between the European 

member states by the creation of a group of front-runners3, called ‘Européens de 

l’euro’, sharing a more or less similar view on the ultimate goal of the process of 

European integration: 

 

‘La seule option réaliste, alors, est que l’integration soit réalisée par 

les pays qui en ont la volonté politique et dont les conditions 

économiques et sociales sont presque identiques. En ce moment, tous 

ces pays appartiennent à la zone euro, dont la population dépasse déjà 

celles des Etats-Unis’ [Giscard d’Estaing & Schmidt 2000]4. 

 

The establishment of a 'gravity-center' should comprise the second step, leading to a 

European constitution, a president elected by the population, a government and a 

strong parliament of two chambers [Fischer 2000a]: 

 

'Ein möglicher Zwischenschritt hin zur Vollendung der politischen 

Union könnte dann später die Bildung eines Gravitationszentrum sein. 

Eine solche Staatengruppe würde einen neuen europäischen Grund-

vertrag schließen, den Nukleus einer Verfassung der Föderation. Und 

auf der Basis dieses Grundvertrages würde sie sich eigene Institutionen 

geben, eine Regierung, die innerhalb der EU in möglichst vielen 

                                                 
3. A similar proposal has been put forward before by Jacques Delors, former chairman of the 

European Commission, talking about a treaty of the founding fathers within the treaty. 
4. The former political leaders of France and Germany, co-president of the Committee for the 

Monetary Union of Europe, refer to the founding fathers. 
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Fragen für die Mitglieder der Gruppe mit einer Stimme sprechen sollte, 

ein starkes Parlament, einen direkt gewählten Präsidenten. Ein solches 

Gravitationszentrum müsste die Avantgarde, die Lokomotive für die 

Vollendung der politischen Integration sein und bereits alle Elemente 

der späteren Föderation umfassen' [Fischer 2000a]. 

 

The third step should complete the process of integration by the establishment 

European federation. In a speech for an audience of students at Georgetown 

University in Washington, he underscored once again confederation [read: 

intergovernmental cooperation] should not work in a European Union with 25 up to 

30 member states [Fischer 2000b]. 

 Surprisingly, the speech of Joschka Fischer triggered hardly any debate in the 

other member states with the clear exception of France5, that after all has to loose the 

most because Brussels may be seen as an appendage of Paris and of the French 

political élite [Siedentop 2000, p. 113]. The speech of Joschka Fischer was counter-

balanced by the French president Jacques Chirac during a television interview. At face 

value they seem to agree, but a closer look reveals a fundamentally different view, 

that is in line with the French tradition of 'étatism'. He turned out to be not very 

amused by the idea of a federation: 

 

‘Nous ne voulons pas des Etats-Unis d’Europe mais d’une Europe unie 

des Etats’ [Chirac as quoted in Chayette 2000]6. 

 

He referred to a statement of former president Charles de Gaulle who had a Europe 

des états in mind [De Gaulle 1962, p. 4077. In a speech during his visit at the German 

Bundestag in Berlin he addressed the mainly Anglo-Saxon nightmare that the process 

                                                 
5. Only the Belgium prime minister Guy Verhofstadt openly welcomed the formulation of  the 

ultimate goal for the process of European integration in a speech for the European Policy 
Centre, a think tank located in Brussels. Note that the word federation does not figure in his 
vocabulary. 

6. He has repeated this view in a television interview on July 14, 2000 [Quartorze Juillet]. 
7. The exact quote has triggered a debate. Some claim that Charles de Gaulle referred to a 

'Europe des nations', while others are quoting Charles de Gaulle as talking about a 'Europe des 
patries' [Siedentop 2000, p. 137], which he has denied explicitly [Droit 1965]. Note that the 
Jacques Delors, former president of the European Commission, is now talking about a 
Fédération des Nations Etats [Le Boucher & Zecchini 2000]. 
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of European integration would not result in a superpower, but in a superstate 

[Thatcher 1988; Blair 2000]: 

 

‘Ni vous [the German government, JPvA/FvN] ni nous [the French 

government, JPvA/FvN] n’envisageons la création d’un super Etat 

européen qui se substituerait à nos Etats nations et marquerait la fin de 

leur existence comme acteurs de la vie internationale. Nos nations sont 

la source de nos identités et de notre enracinement. La diversité de 

leurs traditions politiques, culturelles et linguistiques est une forces de 

notre Union. Pour les peuples qui viennent, les nations resteront les 

premières référence’ [Chirac 2000]. 

 

However, he was sympathetic to the proposal to create a system of more velocities, 

but had a preference for a more informal group of pioneers [Chirac 2000]. They both 

agreed that principle of subsidiarity would remain in the heart of the European 

constitution. 

In addition, the French prime-minister Lionel Jospin, supported by his minister 

of Finance, Laurent Fabius, used the opportunity of the French presidency to plea for 

a broader mandate of the Euro-11 by transferring the main responsibility for the anti-

inflation policy from the ECB to the Euro-11 that has become the Euro-12 recently 

thanks to the entry of Greece and is meeting as the Eurogroup since the French 

presidency [see below]. 

 

 

3. What are they dreaming of? 

 

One may question what a federation is all about. First of all a distinction has to be 

made between a federation and a confederation8 as well as lighter forms of 

cooperation. A state is rooted in representation, defined as a mix of territorial and 

functional constituency which may be fixed as well as variable [Schmitter 1996]. A 

federation is constituted by a constituency that is fixed in both regards. 

                                                 
8. In contrast to federation, there is no need to create supra-national institutions in a 

confederation. 
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Figuur 1: A Typology of Modern Polities 
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Source: Schmitter 1996 

 

The classification of Schmitter is not very helpful when it comes to the distinction 

between a federation and a unitary state since they are both placed in the same 

category. A unitary state to begin with is often associated with a central government 

in charge of the authoritative allocation in different functional domains being 

congruent with a specific and unique territory [Schmitter 1996, p. 27]. The primary 

characteristic of a federation is a division of power between the central and regional 

government on a territorial basis [Riker 1964, p. 11]9. On top, a few secondary 

characteristics can be identified like a written constitution, a bicameral legislature and 

a supreme court to protect the constitution [Lijphart 1984; Lijphart 1999]. 

The American federation as described by Alexis de Tocqueville on his trip 

through America [1830-1831] is often seen as the pure federation: 

 

‘The prerogatives of the federal government were therefore carefully 

defined and it was declared that everything that was not comprised in 

that definition returned to the prerogatives of the state governments. 

Thus the state governments remained the common rule; the federal 

government was the exception’ [De Tocqueville 2000, p. 107-108]. 

 

                                                 
9. The definition of William Riker is critized by Vincent Ostrom because of the constitution as 

the one and only yardstick as well as the restriction to two layers of government. A federation 
has be democratic in his view [Ostrom 1974]. 
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In fact, the division of power has moved away from the original idea of the founding 

fathers. The two layers of government are not independent, but rather interdependent, 

nowadays referred to as dual vs. cooperative federalism [Landau 1974, p. 174]. It 

constitutes the main distinction between the American and German federation 

[Scharpf 1988, p. 242], though the American federation has inspired the current 

German constitution [Siedentop 2000, p. 174] which is marked by what is called 

‘Politikverflechtung’ in Germany [Scharpf et al. 1976]10. 

 

The vast majority of the European member states can be qualified as a unitary state. 

Only Austria, Belgium and Germany can be seen as a federation11 though the 

typology does not count for semi-federal states like Spain and sociologically federal 

states like The Netherlands12. 

 

 

Figuur 2: A Categorization of European Member States 

 

 Centralized Decentralized 

Federation Austria Belgium, Germany 

Unitary State France, Greece, Ireland, 
Italy, Luxembourg, 

Portugal

Denmark, Finland, 
Sweden 

 

Source: Lijphart 1984 

 

A federation is often associated with decentralization, but the opposite is true for the 

road to a federation as is shown the process of European integration. In most cases 

federalization means centralization, that is the transfer of authority and responsibility 

to a higher level of government. However, centralization is not the only way to create 

a federation as might be illustrated by the developments in Belgium that has launched 

                                                 
10. The cooperation might be horizontal as well as vertical. In the last case regional governments 

are only involved in the implementation of a policy program [Scharpf 1978, p. 23-26]. 
11. A survey of Jean Blondel shows the existence 16 federations in the world [Blondel 1995], 

while Elazar comes 21 federations [Elazar 1995]. 
12. Strangely enough The Netherlands is often referred to as a decentralized unitary state. 
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a comprehensive program of decentralization, moving away from a semi-federation 

towards a full federation [1993], 

 

 

4. A United States of Europe? 

 

The proposal of Joschka Fischer for a federation was turned down at an informal 

meeting of the ministers of Foreign Affairs of the European member states in Evian-

les-Bains, France. The minister of Foreign Affairs of Spain, Josep Piqué i Camps, 

argued that it made no sense to talk about a political union as long as the outcome of 

the experiment with the economic and monetary union and the single currency is not 

clear. A positive experience may have spill over effect on the willingness to 

cooperation and integration in other areas [Bekkers 1995, p. 6]. However, we feature 

all kinds of developments that point towards a federation. The work on the secondary 

characteristics of a federation is going on, applying once again the method of 'fait 

accompli'. The heads of state and prime-ministers of the European member states 

agreed at the Nice summit on a Charter of Fundamental Rights that could function as 

a steppingstone for a written European constitution that includes a clear-cut division 

of power. The British prime-minister Tony Blair has echoed a plan for the 

establishment a European senate introducing bi-cameralism [Blair 2000] and a 

European court is already in place. The point is that these new institutions may help to 

create the consensus needed to create a federation, but that such a consensus cannot be 

reached overnight. It might take decades, probably generations. He concludes that a 

federation is the right goal for Europe, but that Europe is not ready for a federation 

[Siedentop 2000, p. 231]. 

 Besides, there is nothing new under the sun with regard to the decision to get 

along with enhanced, flexible cooperation at the Nice summit [2000] as might be 

illustrated by the Schengen agreement [1985]13 and, more clearly, the Maastricht 

treaty [1991] that gave birth to the Economic and Monetary Union. A number of new 

supranational institutions has been established as part of the Economic and Monetary 

Union [EMU], notably the European Central Bank [ECB] located in Frankfurt, 

                                                 
13. The agreement is recently expanded to Norway and Iceland, that do not belong to the 

European Union. 
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Germany, pursuing a joint monetary policy in order to avoid inflation in the European 

member states14. In addition, a number of criteria were set for participation in the 

EMU, like a reduction of the budget deficit, the public debt, the interest rates and last, 

but not least the inflation rates15. Furthermore, a procedure was established for the 

reduction of excessive budget deficits to attain and maintain price stability16. In the 

end 11 out of 15 countries qualified for the EMU, though only a few states were 

meeting all the criteria. Notably, Belgium and Italy were running a public debt far 

above the reference value of 60% of GDP. Only Greece was disqualified for 

participation. The British and Danish government called for an opt-out, later followed 

by Sweden17, mainly forced by the public opinion giving way to a system of various 

speeds 'avant la lettre'. 

 The discussion about the first president as well as the location of the ECB at 

the Amsterdam summit [1997] revealed a fundamental different view on the 

appropriate role of the new institution [Siedentop 2000]. In line with the tradition of 

'étatism' the French government questioned the independent position of the ECB, 

which may be seen as a characteristic of a federation: the five central banks with the 

greatest independence all operate in federal systems [Lijphart 1999, p. 241]18. It put 

forward a proposal to create a political watchdog, called Euro-X at that time. It was 

watered down to an informal meeting at the price of a Resolution on Growth and 

Employment that provides a framework for the fight against unemployment19. The 

Eurogroup is now meeting in advance of the meeting of the Council of the European 

Union in the composition of the ministers of Finance of the European member states. 

The first item on the agenda of the so-called Economic and Financial Affairs Council 

                                                 
14. The ECB is a part of the European System of Central Banks [ESCB] that further consists of 

the national banks of the European member states. 
15. In addition two prerequisites have to be met: the national central bank has to be independent 

and the national currency of the candidate has to be part of the Exchange Rate Mechanism 
[ERM] for at least two years. 

16. In a protocol the reference value was set at 3%, later further reduced to 0% of GDP. The heads 
of state and the prime ministers of the Europe member states committed themselves at the 
Amsterdam summit to a budget position 'close to balance or in surplus'. Note that almost at the 
same time an amendment to the American constitution was turned down to ensure a balanced 
budget at the federal level. 

17. At the time of the Maastricht treaty Sweden did not yet participate in the process of European 
integration. It has joint the group together with Austria and Finland in 1995. 

18. He mentions Austria, Canada, Germany, Switzerland and the US. 
19. In retrospect it is strange that the rate of unemployment does not belong to the criteria 

participation in the EMU, especially because the fight against unemployment was at the 
middle of the debate at the eve of the Maastricht summit. The performance of some European 
member states, notably Finland and Spain, is changing drastically if unemployment is added 
as a yardstick. 
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[ECOFIN] after the opening of meeting is to fill in the opt-outs about the outcome of 

the Eurogroup session. 

The last addition so far is the decision to create a Eurocorps of about 60,000 

troups that may be deployed within 60 days and may be sustained for at least a year to 

fulfill the so-called Peterburg mission. However, the process of integration will never 

end in a United States of Europe as Joschka Fischer has admitted recently in response 

to Belgian lawmakers: 

 

'Europe will never be a federation on the U.S. model because it will 

never have a homogeneous national population. It is made up of 

different languages, cultures. Building up a U.S.-style system is 

therefore an illusion' [Fischer 2000c]. 

 

As a result, mobility of labor will be less than in the American context. Besides, there 

is still considerable degree of vitality in the European member states [Berting & 

Heinemeijer 1995, p. 56]. 

Finally, subsidiarity will always play a major role in the European situation20. 

It means that a decision should be taken as closely as possible to the citizens [Bekkers 

et al. 1995, p. 2], that is by the national member states unless the decision power is 

transferred to one of the supranational institutions21. The outcome of the process of 

European integration, either it is called a federation, a confederation or a construction 

'sui generis' [Lubbers as quoted in Benschop 2000], is as such in line with the striking 

characterization of Alexis de Tocqueville of the original idea of the American 

federation. 

 

                                                 
20. The principle of subsidiarity is laid down in a protocol to the Amsterdam treaty. 
21. The division of power may be laid down in a 'Kompetenz-katalog', a register that constitutes 

the authority of both levels of government. 
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