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In Defense of Europe

Europe is now a global superpower of world-historical importance, writes Andrew Moravcsik in the March 26, 2007, issue of NEWSWEEK International. Some of his readers, however, disagree (politely or not).

Web Exclusive 
March 28, 2007 - Ann Arbor, Mich.: It was not difficult to envision unified Europe without borders, common currency, common laws and socialist welfare government in 1939. Is it coming back?

Andrew Moravcsik: Do you mean that just as Hitler sought to unify Europe through conquest, someone might try this again? I doubt it. Democracies tend not to wage war on each other. Neither do states that are highly interdependent, states without nationalist or ideological grievances, and states with open and transparent relations with one another. In part thanks to the EU, Europe is now democratic, interdependent, almost entirely without nationalist conflicts, and openly cooperating in institutions that are extremely transparent.
Saint-Amand-les-Eaux, France: Currently, the European Union countries are trying to develop a unified framework for education. The theory is that if a degree in France is the exact same degree in Poland or Italy this will promote movement of workers and thus boost productivity. One thing that continually stumped my European colleagues, and something I am unable to explain, is why the U.S. continues to outshine Europe in innovation and technology, when the U.S. education system is in a shambles (inner-city Washington D.C., pops into mind). Though Europe is a powerful economic force, the U.S. continues to dominate in research and development. After all, the majority of last year’s Nobel Prize winners were American. How does this happen, and how should I explain this to my colleagues?
Andrew Moravcsik: Let’s remember that primary and secondary education in Europe is generally better than such education in the U.S.—even in a country like France, with a rather rigid system. So, in part, it is a matter of comparative advantage: Any U.S. edge lies almost exclusively in university education—the industry in which I work. I don’t think it’s primarily a matter of centralization. The U.S. university system is quite decentralized, even competitive—which I think is, on balance, a good thing. But my own view is the real reason for U.S. success is different: you get what you pay for. The U.S. spends almost twice as much per capita on higher education as European countries. This is, in part, because a lot of private U.S. money goes into education. This is what one might expect, since the best American universities have traditionally served the upper classes—with only 3 percent of slots in the best American universities going to students from the lowest quintile of the population, despite honest efforts to broaden the base. But it’s also true that nearly 50 percent of Americans get some sort of university education. Despite its inequities, this system has produced many positive benefits.
Mountaintop, Pa.: One cannot escape the fact that Europe seems to consistently defer to the USA for much of its foreign policy and defense issues. The Balkans crisis was one shining example where Europe had the primary vested interests and military capability to solve the Balkan genocide situation, yet failed miserably in providing military forces to a region that was quite literally in its own “backyard.” This issue remains true for the Darfur issue in the Sudan, where there is rightful outrage, but little European action. If indeed “actions speak louder than words,” then Europe has a far way to travel in exerting its foreign policy and military strengths.
Andrew Moravcsik: Yes, the Balkan crisis was one area in which the Europeans should have, but did not, act—and Europeans could do more with their substantial military resources. But my basic position is more nuanced—not as pro-European as you suggest. As I have written before in NEWSWEEK, countries, like firms, have comparative advantages. Both military and nonmilitary power is required for the West to be effective in the world today: the U.S. has specialized in one sort of power, the Europeans in another. So what I am criticizing is the widespread notion that somehow Europe thereby contributes less. And if Europeans are going to do more to promote global peace and security, I think it’s likely to be in the nonmilitary area.
[location withheld]: What do you think, sir, about Europe becoming a prototype and an example of future regional developments in Asia and Africa?
Andrew Moravcsik: Today, China is tentatively copying Europe’s commitment to multilateralism, “civilian power” and regional integration. Still, I think only industrialized, democratic states are likely to embark on the sort of full-fledged cooperation Europe has pioneered—so, regional integration will probably look different, and take much longer, on other continents.

Austin, Texas: How do you reconcile the inevitable decline of the oil economy with the demographic time bomb the Europeans are packing on? Europeans aren't the only thing we're projected to run low on by 2050. When economies tank and the crap hits the fan, won't it be fun to live in a Balkanized state?
Andrew Moravcsik: If the oil runs out, or the world economy tanks or global warming accelerates, all bets are off—both for Europe and for the U.S.  Still, while European economies may be a bit sluggish, which industrialized country is contributing the most to heighten the chance of a catastrophic shock? Isn’t it the low-savings, oil-guzzling, global-warming-denying U.S.?
Dayton, Ohio: OK, you can tell you’re a little biased here, but you could have at least mentioned their double-digit unemployment.
Andrew Moravcsik: This piece was very explicitly written against the conventional Euro-pessimistic wisdom—which one can read anywhere. But, we did mention labor-market problems at the start. Though one advantage of projected low demographic growth may well be that future European unemployment may decline.
Exton, Pa.: Hardly a balanced view of Europe. Health care may be universal, but talk to Britons who have to use the system; it's broken—if indeed it ever worked properly. Ours is, too, but that could change. Changing a government-run health-care system will be far harder for European countries than changing one that responds to profit motive.
Andrew Moravcsik: Sorry, but data trumps anecdotes. Cross-national surveys of health-care quality—whether based on client satisfaction, expert opinion or objective outputs—reach the same result: the U.S. system rates below nearly all European ones. (Americans themselves rate their system higher on convenience, but nothing else.) The U.S. spends nearly twice as much on health care than other countries—over 10 percent of GDP—but gets little improved output. Most of the rest goes to higher profits, paperwork and unnecessary services. Most experts believe that only a single-payer system—perhaps while leaving the provision of services in private hands, as in Germany—can impose discipline. The profit motive does not work to discipline the system. Instead it’s part of the problem, because those special interests who profit from a system that pays 5 percent of GDP are immensely powerful.

California: Is the EU growing too fast? And with too many poor nations? And is the Euro on the demise? Would Turkey help rather then hurt, if it joined?
Andrew Moravcsik: Personally, I do not think the Euro is the soundest of EU policies, though it’s not a disaster. Enlargement is working well—generating 5 to 10 percent growth in the new countries, and profitable economic opportunities for core EU countries. Turkish accession would help, but it will not happen for 10-20 years.

Chicago, Ill.: If you are uncomfortable with American conservative values, you can say that frankly. I always laugh when I hear European emphasis on "community relationships" and bragging on how the U.S. is mired in Iraq. In this country, the individual is held responsible for his or her fate. If all of your citizens are doing so well, why do you depend on the government for your welfare? Recent protests in Paris, where young people were enraged by employers seeking to make hiring and firing easier, made me cringe. Let me also remind you that Europe as a continent was more responsible for enslaving people around the world than anyone else. You gave the world fascism, Nazism and of course communism, each of which were defeated largely with the help of the United States. And all this after you Europeans claimed that you were the most enlightened people in the world. Europe is not as welcoming to immigrants as the United States is. When the population decline reaches the point where you can’t live without foreigners, your xenophobia will kick in. And yeah, these foreigners would not exactly be thrilled by European secularism. I wish the EU luck. You guys need a lot of it.
Andrew Moravcsik: Everyone is entitled to their beliefs, but not to their own facts. Three issues here: (1) Since the 1970s, social mobility is higher in Europe than in U.S.—that is, a European has more chance of rising above the quintile of the population in which he or she was born. The U.S. is no longer the land of lower-class opportunity—though statistics do suggest it is the land of upper-class opportunity. So you can take your choice, but let’s all be honest about the choice that is being made. (2) There is no evidence that the social-welfare state inhibits economic growth—though a mismanaged social-welfare state might. A good example of how to get the balance right is Scandinavia, which invests intensively in education, vocational training and public-service provision. Note that Tony Blair, often cited by conservatives as “our kind of guy,” explicitly models his vision of Britain on…Sweden, not the U.S. (3) One baffling thing about U.S. observers of Europe is their tendency to compulsively criticize Europe for things that happened 60 years ago. Most Europeans were not even alive in the era of mass transatlantic immigration, Hitler or Stalin, or World War II. A long time ago Europeans stopped criticizing Americans for 19th-century slavery or mid-20th-century segregation. Could Americans please reciprocate? Oh yeah, by the way, buddy, knock off the “you Europeans” stuff! I am a native-born American and, by the way, one whose ancestors fled both Stalin and Hitler—a fact of which I am not unappreciative. I just don’t think it’s relevant.

[location withheld]: I welcome your analysis of the EU's prospects as a breath of fresh air, in contrast to the typical critique, found in journals such as The Economist and others, suggesting that the EU is in dire economic decline due to an unaffordable welfare state and unsupportable worker benefits. It is ususally accepted as almost dogmatic that the EU is in desperate need of liberal economic reform, including more "flexability" in employment and a reduction in worker benefits. I have often wondered what your colleague, Paul Krugman, would say in response to this typical analysis. As a great admirer of Jean Monnet and his vision, I find your analysis not only more cogent than the typical critique but also more optimisitc.
Andrew Moravcsik: Thanks. Much appreciated. But I have to admit that I dish out a lot of criticism to the Europeans as well—not least Jean Monnet, who—most commentators these days forget—was a French statist (the French would call him a dirigisté) who desperately opposed the formation of the EEC, behind the scenes, because he preferred technocratic regulation to free markets. So, on this, I side with the conservative gentleman from Chicago above: Without the EU imposing free markets, European social-welfare states would be far less viable.
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