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Lecture 1: Melting Pot or Bag of Marbles? 
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At the climax of the great debate on British entry into the European Community, the 
argument sometimes sounded something alike this. One side was saying that the 
whole operation was a disgraceful and unnecessary surrender of national power to 
conduct our own affairs: unnecessary because the European Community was 
essentially a feeble thing which would, if we only let it be, go away. And the other 
side, while urging us to brace ourselves for a great historic decision, told us 
authoritatively not to worry because the Community really had remarkably little 
power in practice to change the way in which its member states run their national 
affairs. Well, which is it? Feeble or powerful? Historic or a dead bore?  
 
I must admit that there are occasions when I find myself oscillating between these two 
views. The feebleness of the organisation was very much in evidence during the bleak 
years of General de Gaulle’s rule in the Sixties, when the French Government seemed 
bent on blocking any move that remotely threatened to give the Community a bit of 
extra authority. But even as late as 1972, under a very different French President, I 
was given a depressing demonstration of how this narrow view of what the 
Community is about continues to exercise its influence. In January 1972, when Britain 
was about to sign the Treaty of Accession, I happened to be in Brussels, and found 
that a violent argument was in progress about the precise form which the legal 
document should take. In particular, was the current chairman of the Council of 
Ministers, M. Thorn of Luxembourg, to sign on behalf of the Council, which had 
agreed the terms with Britam, or not? One would have thought that there could have 
been no doubt that he should. But the French Government representatives insisted that 
this had not, after all, been a ‘Community exercise’ but a negotiation between six 
governments, acting in their own individual capacities, which had simply agreed to 
accept a seventh into a club they had formed. It became evident that the French 
attached the very greatest importance to this metaphysical distinction between what 
the European nations do acting together and what they do as members of the 
European Community. They were still battling hard to keep the Community as such 
out of the business of signing the treaty when I left Brussels, 48 hours before Mr 
Heath and the prime ministers of the other candidate countries were due to arrive for 
the ceremony. They managed to settle it in time. But the event brought home to me 
the extent to which the detailed operation of the Community powers is today being 
jealously observed and controlled by the member governments. This is no European 
melting-pot. Indeed, most of the time it looks more like a bag of marbles.  
 
However, I think one can show that in practice it has rather more cohesive power than 
that. One has to look at individual cases: I shall start with a couple of recent decisions 
made by the European Court of Justice. They weren’t exceptional decisions: I picked 
them out of the newspapers when they were reported in the course of a couple of 
weeks in the summer of 1972. In one of them a British company, Id, was fined 
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$50,000, and so were half a dozen other European chemical firms, because they had 
operated an agreement to fix the prices of certain chemical products at an artificially 
high level. The Community was collecting close to half a million dollars from some 
of the biggest firms in Europe and ICI was included, even though it is a British firm, 
because its trading activities in the six countries of the Community made it liable. The 
Community has that sort of power over people outside. The second case concerned a 
tax imposed by the Italian Government on the export of works of art. The court held 
that the Italian Government had no right to exact such a tax on goods that were sold to 
other countries in the European Community, because it meant treating art-buyers there 
worse than Italian buyers. In consequence, all the money that it collected in this way 
from 1962 onwards is now to be disgorged by the Italian state. A final example, also 
in that same fortnight last summer: a question was raised in Brussels about the special 
tax reliefs and subsidies given by the British Government to industry in developing 
areas. Were these, in fact, higher than the level on which the Community members 
had agreed for themselves, and would the result be to give an unfair competitive 
advantage to certain British products that would ultimately be exported duty-free to 
the Common Market? Britain will probably be called upon, once it is a member of the 
Community, to prove that this is not so.  
 
These three examples, taken almost at random, will serve as a means of exploring the 
kind of power which the Community has, and its limitations. One characteristic which 
is common to them is that the point of contention—the issue which leads the 
Community to lay down the law—derives from a prior agreement among the member 
states not to do certain things: not to rig prices, not to tax trade with another 
Community country, not to use subsidies for development areas to gain an unfair 
commercial advantage. In fact, the Community in its original form was largely built 
around the idea of a compact of abstention: governments agreed to get rid of all tariffs 
on trade among the member states, and then to abstain from interference with the free 
movement of goods, of persons and of money within their combined territory.  
 
Now, agreeing on a number of specific things that governments will not do is much 
easier than arriving at a positive agreement on a line of action to be taken in common. 
It is plodding work; and the results, when they come, are very unexciting. If, for 
example, you want to make sure that all the beer-drinkers of the Community have a 
free and equal choice among the beers produced in the different member countries, 
and are not prevented from exercising this choice by local by-laws laying down 
special standards, then you first have to get an agreed definition of what is beer, and 
of its different varieties. It is surprising how many there are. Unexciting work—and a 
natural catchment area for music-hall jokes. It is extraordinary what intensity goes 
into these arguments about definitions of types of beer and suchlike— not to mention 
wines, which arouse even more violent, Southern passions.  
 
Then why bother with this kind of detail? Does it matter in the end? The answer to 
that is that these details, when added together, do affect a substantial segment of 
people’s lives. And they are not the kind of details that can be left as loose ends: if the 
Community does not take responsibility for making a single common rule, then the 
individual governments will produce a number of rules of their own, some of which 
will conflict with each other.  
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Finally—and this is really the important point—the European system, as a piece of 
political machinery, depends on the constant testing of the collective will of the 
member countries to tackle any and every source of friction between them. When it 
comes to the big decisions, agreement often depends on a package deal involving a 
large number of apparently small matters, some of which happen to loom quite large 
in a particular nation’s local politics. Wine is an outstanding example in France, beer 
in Belgium and Germany: you might lose an election on them if you got the answer 
wrong.  
 
This, then, is at the back of the complaint which is so often heard, that the community 
is too ‘technocratic’. The people who run it are technocrats, and they have got to be. 
More and more, as the Community has become engaged in the management of private 
power whose reach extends beyond the limits of the nation state, its technocratic 
character has been reinforced.  
 
 
Why a Community?  
The essential argument I am advancing is that the Western industrial nations are by 
now so intermeshed with one another at so many different levels that it grows 
increasingly difficult for a single national government on its own to exercise effective 
power over many of the actions of its citizens. In these circumstances it has a choice 
of three options. It could insist nonetheless on its exclusive national sovereignty and 
inflict highly unpopular restraints and controls on the people it governs; or it could opt 
out of exercising any kind of public power over these private interests; or it could 
form a Community of nations, aiming to exercise such public power jointly.  
 
But why a Community—and why Europe? Surely a straightforward international -
agreement between governments would do just as well? The answer to that is:  
yes, in principle there is no reason why this new type of supranational power should 
not be exercised jointly by, say, France and Australia and the United States. But in 
practice big political decisions of this kind are not made in common unless a number 
of other, mainly historical circumstances are present too. Chief of these are that the 
political leaders of the nations concerned should be convinced that they have a wide 
range of everyday problems in common, with enough understanding and sympathy for 
each other’s approaches to allow them to tackle them together and arrive at common 
solutions and secondly, that they are happy with the idea that their national desires 
and ambitions for as far ahead as they can see should be worked out jointly with these 
particular partners, who will collectively be in a majority.  
 
Now these are portentous conditions. They mean, for example, that it was 
inconceivable that Britain would have entered into an effective partnership with 
Western Europe until it had first lost its empire and then become finally disabused of 
the idea of the Commonwealth as the fulcrum of an independent British policy. It also 
means that the Americans, with a quite different view both of the capacity and of the 
long- term role of their nation in the world, are not yet ready to contemplate the 
conscious sacrifice of independence that goes with membership of a Community of 
the new European type—a group of nations aiming at the joint exercise of public 
power over a widening range of everyday activities that have hitherto been regarded 
as the exclusive preserve of the sovereign national state.  
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In order to be willing to engage in this sort of exercise a nation must not be too large. 
It also needs to feel vulnerable. I think that the absence in Britain of this feeling of 
reduced size and increased vulnerability in the period immediately following the war, 
when the Europeans took their first steps towards integration, amply explains why the 
British were quite uninterested in joining in at that time.  
 
The fact is that while the modern state has grown vastly more effective in looking 
after the welfare needs of its individual citizens, its ability to conduct independent  
national policies in the face of new pressures coming out of the international system 
has been much diminished. We see this in the way in which very large sums of money 
hurtle from one country to another as soon as a particular currency comes under 
suspicion. Governments are no longer able to carry on the struggle to preserve the 
international value of their money in the old style, when they may find, as Britain did 
during the sterling crisis in the summer of 1972, that more than a third. of the national 
currency reserve has gone abroad in the course of normal dealings in the foreign-
exchange markets in under a week. In short, the dramatic improvement in 
communications, the greatly increased mobility of people and money, and also the 
huge concentrations of corporate power in the hands of internatioial businesses, taken 
together, demand the establishment of a new dimension of international public power. 
At the same time there is a parallel movement, less obvious but begin- fling to be 
significant, among associations of private and professional persons— farmers, trade-
unionists, certain scientists, even specialist professional civil servants  
—who find that the natural links for much of what they wish to accomplish are with 
their professional colleagues abroad, rather than with their own national governments.  
The transnational lobbies that are thus created look for some international political 
counterpart.  
 
Now I call this amalgam of private groups and agencies transcending national 
frontiers, together with the official political agencies that have been established in and 
around the European Community, ‘supranational’. But I am not using the term in the 
simple, old-fashioned sense of standing above national governments. Bits and pieces 
of the national governments are themselves part of the system; so are some of the 
parliaments and the businesses and the professional organisations. If, to return to the 
simile I used earlier, this is more like a bag of marbles than a melting-pot, the marbles 
are soft on the surface and made of some sticky substance, like putty, which keeps 
them clinging together as they are pushed around and constantly make contact with 
one another inside the bag. It doesn’t sound very attractive, I know. It certainly isn’t 
very coherent. It is much less satisfactory to describe than the simple, old-style 
supranational form of European government which was the ideal of the founding 
fathers of the Community.  
 
And that is one of the problems which afflicts the men who run the European 
institutions In Brussels. They still see themselves in some measure as the guardians of 
an imaginary Ark of the Covenant—the embodiment of the supranational ideal which 
inspired M. Schuman to launch his original plan for a European Coal and Steel 
Community in 1950.  
 
There were strong motives then for the outright surrender of bits of national power 
that had been cherished in the past. France was scared by the prospect of the revived 
industrial might of Germany, and the Germans, for their part, who were still under 
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Allied occupation, were eager to seize the opportunity offered to work their passage 
back to international respectability. Encouraged by their first success with the Coal 
and Steel Community, the European federalists next tried to hustle the French 
Government into a military agreement to amalgamate its national forces in a single 
European army. M. Mendes-France, who was French Prime Minister at the time, has 
never been for given by the federalists for the defeat of that proposal in the French 
Parliament. The rejection of the European Army in 1954 represents the decisive 
failure of their favourite post-war strategy. La fuite en avant, they called this strategy, 
which means roughly: ‘headlong flight into an unknown future, in order to escape 
from a fearful present’. They of course believed that they knew what the future would 
really be—a fully federal Europe.  
 
Traditionally, federations are made by wars—or, if not, as in the case of 19th- century 
Switzerland, by the fear of war-like neighbours. The Swiss Cantons, in 1867, having 
had a nasty taste of Louis Napoleon on the one side and not relishing the prospect of 
facing Bismarck’s new military power in Germany on the other, decided to surrender 
some of their cherished independent power to a central authority. In the Europe of the 
1950s it was thought by some that the combined impact of the Cold War with Russia 
and of the need to create a rearmed Germany so soon after the end of the last war 
might have a similiar effect. I suppose it was just possible that this might have 
happened, if Soviet Russia had been more openly aggressive and West Germany less 
orderly and manageable. But the opportunity for the ‘flight into the future’ quickly 
passed. And now we have to try to create a modern surrogate for a federation without 
the benefit of war or even a serious threat of war in Europe. It is a unique exercise, 
because it means that every step has to be conducted by agreement between states. 
There is no means of coercion other than moral pressure.  
 

 

Common Social Aims  
It was to this fact that I was trying to draw attention when I called this series of 
lectures Journey to an Unknown Destination. Unlike the old-style European 
federalists, we don’t know what the final answer will look like—or even should look 
like. But in any case it is not the point of arrival at a final union which it is important, 
or even possible, to foresee: it is the joint decision to embark on the enterprise, and 
the experiences along the route, that matter. We can, however, say something about 
the conditions that will have to be fulifiled if the venture is to have a reasonable 
chance of going forward. What is perhaps the most important of these conditions is 
not to be found anywhere in the basic Treaty of Rome or in other official documents 
of the Community. But it is implicit in what I might term the philosophy of building a 
Community, which I set out earlier. The institutions of the Community, on this view, 
are not instruments designed by a unique and irreversible act of will to carry out a 
clear-cut common purpose, but rather the expression of a set of common 
circumstances continuously shaping the societies of all the member nations. Now if 
one of the members were suddenly to decide to adopt a radically different set of social 
and political objectives, that would create enormous difficulties for the whole 
enterprise. The same would be true if the conditions of daily social life took on an 
entirely different form in one of these countries: for instance, if one of the national 
governments were faced with such strong opposition from its citizens that it could no 
longer enforce the law, except by the constant use of police violence.  
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It is obvious why in the latter case such a state would be a very poor partner in the 
building up of a Community. For one thing, it could not give a reasonable assurance 
to its partners that the compromises and bargains with them which it made now would 
be fulfilled a year hence. The first rule, therefore, is that a Community depends on 
having national governments which do in fact govern, and that the process of 
governing must be based on a large degree of continuity of public support. That 
means that a one-party state like Spain, quite apart from any other objections to it, 
would be an impossible partner. In any case, so much in the building of the 
Community depends on the spontaneous activities of independent interest-groups 
operating freely across national frontiers that dictatorships cannot be accommodated. 
On purely practical grounds, too, it would be vastly inconvenient, to put it no higher 
than that, if, in any dealings with the Spanish Government, the others had constantly 
to be saying to themselves: ‘And is this one of the bargains that will be kept when 
General Franco dies and is replaced by goodness knows whom?’  
 
The other point—the need for the actual conditions of life and the social assumptions 
behind them to remain broadly in conformity among all the nine future members of 
the European Community—is a more complicated one. I am not saying that there is 
no room for differences in social policy. The Germans, for instance, have a much 
more generous old-age pension scheme, spend far more on it, than most of their 
partners. The British have invested more of their resources in the National Health 
Service. There is no reason why this should cause conflict. But consider what would 
happen if one of the countries moved sharply to the right and decided that the state 
should drastically reduce its financial responsibility for matters connected with the 
social welfare of its poor citizens. Say it adopted a reform to make everyone, 
including the poor, pay the going commercial rate of insurance for social security: 
since the poor are naturally high risks they would have to pay more than others, and 
this would result in greater social inequality. It would be very hard for the other 
nations, with their established policies of public responsibility for welfare, graduated 
income tax, pursuit of more equality, and so on, to agree on almost any common 
social or economic arrangement with the country in question. Inevitably, a number of 
subjects would arise —pensions, taxes, safety and health regulations—on which it 
would be necessary, but almost impossible, to collaborate. The Community could 
hardly manage to move forward with this country as a partner.  
 
But now look at the matter from the other end of the political spectrum: not a 
reactionary right-wing government in pursuit of inequality, but an extreme left-wing 
one, aiming at a rapid and profound redistribution of wealth and income. Here the 
open frontiers of the Community, the agreements to abstain from impeding the 
movement of people, goods and money, would greatly complicate the political 
problem. The danger would be that, for example, an exceptionally heavy tax designed 
to discriminate sharply against company profits or the ownership of capital would 
induce the people who felt they were being badly treated to move their resources to 
other, more friendly parts of the Community. A single national government on its own 
would find it very hard to stand up against this.  
 
There are other reasons why a major deviation in social and economic policy by one 
country, whether to the left or to the right, would be impeded by the complex of social 
and political forces which make up the European Community. I don’t, of course, 
mean one of the familiar shifts of political power from main-line Conservatives to 
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main-line Social Democrats, and vice versa. The Community has never found any 
problem with these. I am thinking more of cases like Castro’s Cuba or the right- wing 
Government in Greece. This perhaps explains why socialists of the extreme Left who 
insist on the revolutionary option have always tended to be instinctively hostile to the 
Community idea. The bizarre alliance of Michael Foot, a radical of the Left, and 
Enoch Powell, a radical of the Right, during the debates on British entry becomes 
more explicable on these grounds.  
 
But how important is it in practice to the socialist Left to keep the revolutionary 
option open? If I may refer again to my central argument about the reasons for the 
emergence of the European Community, you will understand my doubts. For I see the 
Community essentially as the expression of a common fact of national life: the fact 
that the advanced industrial countries of Western Europe are today in an increasingly 
exposed and vulnerable position, and that they are less and less in charge of their 
individual national destinies. We live with more international constraints on our 
freedom of political action than many politicians care to recognise publicly. Giving up 
the revolutionary option by joining an international group which deliberately accepts 
these constraints will, in my view, be lamented chiefly for the loss of a favourite form 
of rhetoric rather than for any practical effect that it may have on the policies of the 
socialist parties of Western Europe.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


