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The last two lectures have identified some pretty large tasks that lie ahead of the 

European Community, tasks which will demand definite decisions from it in the not 

very distant future. Perhaps the most urgent is to sort out a collective position for the 

nine member states vis-à-vis the Americans on the wide range of questions connected 

with the reorganisation of world trade and money. Yet the Community as it stands is 

an extremely inefficient instrument for decision-making. Indeed, you may have felt 

that there was a certain contradiction between the character of this organisation as I 

have described it, growing out of a somewhat amorphous mass of complementary 

activities of a very varied kind with a central authority wholly dependent upon 

securing a consensus among its members, and, on the other side, the series of major 

decisions that I suggest are required of it. I hope that this is not an irremediable 

contradiction. In fact, I take the view that the Community will be able to manage its 

relations with the rest of the world, with the Soviet bloc, with Japan and the 

underdeveloped countries, as well as with the United States, only if it arrives at a 

more efficient method of making its decisions.  

 

There are two major defects in the Community’s processes. First, they are excessively 

slow: there is no routine for forcing a decision even if a clear majority of the members 

want it. Secondly, the Brussels organisation suffers by comparison with national 

governments because it does not have the democratic legitimacy possessed by the 

latter. The matters which are decided in the name of the Community do not command 

popular obedience based on the feeling that the decisions, even when they are not 

liked, emanate from a body which is in the last resort sustained by the freely given 

support of a majority of the population. It is too technocratic. One of the questions 

which will be brought to a head by Britain’s entry is how to begin to shift it from 

technocracy towards democracy.  

 

The European federalists of the traditional school believe that they have a ready 

means to hand for solving both problems— that of democratic legitimacy and of more 

efficient decision-making—at once. The means that they propose is to set up a 

directly-elected European parliament with the constitutional power to override, in the 

last resort, the Council of Ministers, who make all the important Community 

decisions today. It is an attractive idea: you call in the direct voice of the people, 

transcending national frontiers, and use it to force member governments to act in 

unison with one another and to face problems that they would prefer to evade. The 

trouble is that it is not only governments who would have to be flouted and buffled in 

the process.  

 

After all, behind these governments, there are national parliaments, and in each of 

these there is a majority of MPs whose assent to the government’s policies is needed 

to sustain it in power. Into this situation we must imagine, in the extreme case, the 
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sudden eruption of a vote by the European parliament contradicting a decision by one 

of the national governments. Assume that the government is supported by a majority 

at home, and what we have is an invitation to a fight between the national parliament 

and the European parliament. This would be an extremely dangerous confrontation. 

Who would say which of the two, the national or the European parliamentary body, 

had the sounder democratic base in making decisions about the national policies of 

one of the member states? In practice, the great bulk of the day-to-day business of 

governing the peoples of the Community is, and will be for many years, conducted by 

the national parliaments. That is where the governments who are responsible for the 

conduct of this business must look for their support. There is no corresponding 

function for the European Parliament—for the cogent reason that this is not a 

federation of states with a central government, but a community of nations feeling its 

way to a number of collective decisions.  

 

To take just one example: the whole budget of the Community, over which the 

European Parliament has recently obtained additional powers of control, amounts to 

just about 1 per cent of the combined national products of the member countries. Now 

the national budgets of the member states commonly involve sums amounting to some 

30 to 40 per cent of the national product. The national parliament is where the action 

is, and it will remain there unless the national parliaments themselves decide on an act 

of abnegation on a massive scale, abdicating their power to tax, to spend, and 

ultimately to decide the fates of governments, to a European parliament.  

 

I have indicated earlier in these lectures why I think all this is highly improbable. 

Certainly the way to achieve the collaboration between national parliaments and the 

European parliamentary body at the centre, which is an essential condition for the 

democratic functioning of the Community, is not to start by organising a competition 

in power between them. The present concentration of authority in the Council of 

Ministers corresponds to a widespread feeling that a body like this is a necessary 

safeguard for certain national interests which may not be shared with other members 

of the Community. None of the nations wants to find itself in a situation in which a 

European parliamentary majority, which may not be sensitive to its particular needs, 

acquires absolute authority to decide these matters.  

 

In the Council of Ministers national representatives cannot be overridden in the same 

way. And it should not be thought that this approach argues a weak attachment to the 

principles of democracy. Countries like Holland and Germany have shown how their 

parliaments can keep tabs on the way in which their Ministers comport themselves in 

the European Council of Ministers. In the last resort, if members of these parliaments 

do not like particular decisions made by their Ministers in the European Community, 

they can make it very difficult for their national governments to rule effectively: they 

can harass them into submission.  

 

Again, we come back to the central fact that until there is a functioning European 

government, an essential element of parliamentary power will be missing. That is one 

of the reasons why it seems to me most especially fortunate that the European 

Community has devised a parliamentary system in which the representatives are 

drawn from existing MPs of the national parliaments. There is a school of thought 

among the Europeans in Brussels which constantly laments this fact, as if it was in 

itself a derogation from a truly ‘communitarian’ principle. In fact, it seems to me a 
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thoroughly good thing that the people who are called upon to man the European 

Parliament have some part in, and experience of, the exercise of real parliamentary  

power in their home countries.  

 

 

A New Objective  
How then is the European Community to achieve a much greater capacity than it has 

at present for making joint decisions? The current conventional wisdom of the 

Community itself on this subject is that the member nations require the experience of 

a second bout of the actual process of integration, such as they had during the early 

years when the Community got rid of its internal tariffs and established a customs 

union. The new experience of integration that they envisage is the setting-up of an 

Economic and Monetary Union in Western Europe. That is the official line, and all 

governments have once again this autumn at the summit meeting in Paris formally 

accepted this objective.  

 

But behind the apparent unison there is a sharp divergence of views about the steps to 

be taken to arrive at the desired end. The issue can be stated in its simplest form as 

follows: in the approach to economic and monetary union, do you start with economic 

policy or with money? There is no doubt that so far, at any rate, the Community, 

largely influenced by French views on the subject, has concentrated its effort 

overwhelmingly on monetary policy. The first stage is a complicated set of rules 

about the way in which each of the member countries is to manage its currency, with 

the gradual result that the central banks of Western Europe would become locked in 

with one another.  

 

As the process continues, they are supposed to lose their individual freedom of 

manoeuvre: the management of national finances, covering such matters as interest 

rates and the supply of money and credit, which profoundly influence the level of 

economic activity and of employment, would cease to be determined by each country 

individually and would be subjected to joint policy decisions made with the concerted 

authority of the Community. The plan can be characterised as a scheme for European 

integration by central bankers instead of by politicians. The hope is evidently that 

central bankers, being recognised as technicians, will be allowed to get on with their 

job with the minimum of interference from politicians and the populace at large.  

This does not seem to me to be a promising line of approach to European integration. 

On the contrary, since existing differences in the monetary policies of the member 

countries reflect real differences in their economic circumstances, forcing them into a 

uniform posture on this front without having tackled the fundamental issues of 

economic policy appears to be a formula for aggravating the strains between them. 

When it comes to the point a-nd a nation is faced with a financial crisis which 

seriously threatens the well-being of its citizens, it can hardly be expected to treat the 

management of the exchange rate for its currency as something over which it 

surrenders control.  

 

Moreover, it is worth making the point that to surrender control over these matters to 

a group of European central bankers acting independently of individual governments 

would be a retrograde step in political terms. It has been one of the aims of post-war 

economic policy in many countries to bring the central banks, which in the past have 

been altogether too independent for the economic comfort of those affected by their 
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actions, under more effective supervision by governments. This move reflected the 

essential realisation that decisions by central banks, however technical their 

appearance, have profound political consequences, and that the implied political 

choices ought to be right out in the open from the beginning. The politics of monetary 

union in the Community will surely not be allowed to give the central bankers a 

licence once again to bypass the politicians.  

 

If it is argued that the scheme does leave room for other national elements besides the 

central banks to be involved— for example, the Ministers of Finance and their top 

officials, and perhaps trade-union and business representatives—then the objective of 

a joint European board of management running the currencies of the member 

countries from day to day and securing the appropriate financial measures at home is 

lost. We are back with the familiar bargaining process between national interests, 

professional interests, business interests and the rest which is characteristic of 

Community politics to date—the long and patient search for consensus, the putting 

together of package deals and the compromises that go with them.  

 

I do not believe that there is any way of escaping these: indeed, the underlying theme 

of these lectures is the Community’s need to learn to live with this fact during the 

period ahead. At the moment it seems to be showing some reluctance to learn, and 

meanwhile the concentration on such apparent escape-hatches as a quick European  

monetary union is causing damage to the whole enterprise. A scheme like this, which 

suggests that it only needs the good will of the member states to achieve again 

something of the high performance that was realised in the first phase of the 

construction of Europe, leads inexorably to recriminations and bitterness among the 

members when these expectations break down.  

 

Already it has produced an unpleasant atmosphere of moral bullying of Germany by 

France. The French are the leading exponents of the monetary scheme; the Germans 

are reluctant. Each time it comes to crisis point the French adopt the favourite posture 

of General de Gaulle, staring their opponent between the eyes, threatening 

breakdown, and demanding whether he is ready to accept responsibility for all the 

consequences that will follow. So far the Germans have felt unable to resist this 

blackmail, and they have had to sacrifice one Minister of Economics and Finance, Dr 

Schiller, in the process. France has indeed been remarkably successful in making 

support for the policy of quick monetary union the touchstone of loyalty to the 

European Community. But I wonder how long this success will endure once Britain, 

which has obvious reasons for hesitation, adds its weight to that of Germany inside 

the Community. It is evident that the French, too, are not entirely unworried on that 

score.  

 

The problem of how to reinforce the Community’s capacity for decisive action 

therefore remains. No doubt, a manifest crisis requiring a joint policy in a hurry would 

be a good help: a military threat or the prospect of a world slump or perhaps some 

critical shortage of a commodity like oil putting our whole economic system at risk. I 

think it is a reasonable probability that we shall face a crisis during the next couple of 

decades. But we cannot rely on it for the construction of a European political system. 

What we can do now is to design our institutions with such a prospect in mind—so 

that they will have the capacity to respond without long delays to a critical situation.  
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Legitimacy, and the influence of habit  
Given this objective, there are, it seems to me, two ideas that are especially worth 

attention. Both are very unglamorous. One is legitimacy; the other is habit. I have 

already said something about the need to demonstrate as explicitly as possible that the 

decisions taken by the Community are firmly grounded in the democratic process to 

which its member states are accustomed. This kind of legitimacy involves much more 

than the use of a ballot-box. It is the quality of the parliamentary process which 

follows on elections that matters. That process must at the very least be open, 

accessible to the public and uninhibited. I shall come back to this subject later, but 

first I want to say something about the other factor—the influence of habit. I mean, 

above all, the habit of solving together problems of law and divergent practice in the 

member states of the Community.  

 

The issues involved are individually often not of the highest importance, but 

cumulatively they add up to something really significant. How do you set about 

reaching basic agreement on common rules for coping with some matter like safety at 

work or avoiding industrial pollution? You want to make sure that you have got rid of 

as many differences in these rules as possible and that the inconveniences caused by 

those which remain are reduced to a minimum. The European Community has found 

that there is a vast amount of work to be done on the harmonisation of national laws, 

far more than was originally anticipated.  

 

It has been argued, I think very persuasively, by Professor Kahn-Freund that this work 

could be better done if there was less emphasis on the exercise of formal legislative 

power by the Community and if more reliance were placed on informal agreements 

among the legislators in the different national parliaments. He points in particular to 

the experience of the United States in arriving at broadly uniform Federal laws by this 

means: that is, by inducing the State Legislatures to vote certain uniform laws into 

existence, affecting virtually all American citizens, without involving the Congress of 

the United States in any way. This is potentially an important device, and I want to 

say something further about it.  

 

The United States Commissioners on Uniform State Laws are an independent body of 

lawyers who set themselves up in the 1890s in order to deal with some of the 

inconveniences caused by legal variations in different parts of American territory. At 

a time of immensely rapid expansion, when the United States was establishing its 

position as the leading industrial nation of the world, arbitrary differences in legal 

rights and obligations in different States could be a serious nuisance. Although the 

Commissioners are an unofficial organisation, they include in practice the chief law 

officers of all the States. They work out of the limelight, take copious evidence from 

the interest groups affected by their proposals, and secure the co-operation of the legal 

profession in drafting laws of high technical quality. These ‘model laws’ are then 

presented to individual State Legislatures on the independent initiative of elected 

representatives and senators.  

 

It is interesting to find—this is another point that was brought to my attention by 

Professor Kahn-Freund—that a similar process of achieving uniform legislation by 

the independent action of individual states went forward in Germany in the middle of 

the last century during the period preceding the creation of the unified German Reich 

in 1871. The German states found it imperative at that stage to adopt a common 
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commercial code if they were to develop their trade effectively within the customs 

union which they had created, and by the early 1860s the job was substantially done. 

This is a suggestive historical analogy for the European Community, which also has a 

customs union as its foundation stone.  

 

It seems to me that the habit of parallel legislation by the national parliaments of 

Europe could turn out to be an exceptionally powerful agent of European integration. 

Kahn-Freund suggests that the Community organs as such will tend to play a 

diminished role as legislators, and that the European Commission in particular will 

come to have the role of ‘technical expert and honest broker’, helping the drafters of 

laws in the member states to arrive at understandings with each other, out of which a 

new corpus of European law will gradually emerge. But the European Commission 

would have to live down its centralising tradition if it were to adapt itself to this 

method: its preference is strongly for total uniformity and for legislative enactment 

from above. It seems to have been the original doctrine of the federalist founders of 

the Community that these two conditions had to be met if Europe’s foundations were 

to be secure, and the doctrine is still very much alive.  

 

 

Mr Mansholt’s Poodle  
This brings me back to the issue of democratic legitimacy and the need to strengthen 

the visible links between what happens at the European centre and public opinion in 

the member countries. Hitherto one of the troubles with the European Parliament in 

Strasbourg has been that it has regarded itself as being simply a lobby for Europe, and 

in particular for the European Commission. To adapt Lloyd George’s phrase about the 

House of Lords which Mr Balfour dominated in the 1900s, the European Parliament 

has tended to behave like ‘Mr Mansholt’s poodle’. My guess is that a parliament that 

does not engage intermittently in a knockdown fight with a bureaucracy—however 

wise, however efficient, that bureaucracy may be—becomes spiritless. In fact, the 

ordinary person’s worry, especially in this country, about the possibility of arbitrary 

action on the part of the Community tends to concentrate on the European 

Commission. The Commission, on the other hand, feels that it is harassed by the over-

mighty civil servants of the big member states. It is they who so often fix the positions 

to be taken by the representatives of governments in the meetings of the Council of 

Ministers. The upshot is that the Community’s decisions in the Council of Ministers 

are often the outcome of a private triangular discussion between civil servants in Paris 

and in Bonn with members of the Commission staff in Brussels.  

 

Various proposals have been made for strengthening the position of the European 

Parliament, including most recently those of the Vedel Committee in Brussels, of 

which I was a member. These should have improved the situation. I think that the 

Vedel scheme in particular, which would compel the Council of Ministers to obtain 

the Parliament’s consent before enacting European laws on certain subjects, would 

offer the parliamentarians a real opportunity to assert themselves. They would have to 

learn how to use it with skill, so that the Council of Ministers would be pushed into a 

continuous bargaining relationship with them on a widening range of subjects, in 

order to get the legislation which it, the Council, wanted, while accepting the need for 

compromise on other matters which the Parliament on its side regarded as essential. 

But, in the end, I am convinced that an effective European parliamentary system will 
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depend on involving the national parliaments more and more in the process of 

European legislation.  

 

What is necessary is to establish a network of parallel committees in the various 

parliaments concerned with European matters, so that they act in unison with one 

another. The fact that the European Parliament is composed of national MPs seconded 

for this task would put it in an excellent position to orchestrate the whole process. 

Orchestration means in this context arranging joint meetings of parliamentary groups 

and committees drawn from different countries, working out a time-table which does 

not conflict with the main programmes of legislative business in the national 

parliaments, and, most important, arranging for parallel moves to be taken in the 

different national parliaments to put simultaneous pressure on several members of the 

Council of Ministers.  

 

This conception of parliamentary committee work is unfamiliar in this country:  

its closest analogy is with the United States Congress, whose Committees are 

certainly the most powerful parliamentary force in the contemporary democratic 

world. In the end, European members of parliament, like other interest groups in the 

Community, would develop their own powerful network of transnational relations.  

Indeed, I would be inclined to take this process to its logical conclusion and convert 

the European Parliament in Strasbourg into a kind of ‘committee of committees ‘—or, 

more precisely, into a collection of European committees on the main topics of 

Community legislation, manned by MPs who are members of their national 

parliamentary committees on these subjects. I do not pretend that this would of itself 

solve the problem of decision-making by the Community. But it would establish a 

common legislative process and a habit of joint action, building on the outstanding 

elements of strength in our existing democratic structures.  

 

It would also provide the visible evidence that effective opposition politics had been 

injected into the Community process. This process at present arouses the suspicions of 

the ordinary voter precisely because he feels that European decisions ought to be part 

of the rough-and-tumble of politics, and that instead they are being made behind his 

back. If his quite legitimate suspicions can be removed, these European decisions will 

more readily command his positive assent.  

 

 

 

 


