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Lukas Oberndorfer 

 

CRISIS OF HEGEMONY IN EUROPE: HEADING TOWARDS AUTHORITARIAN COMPETITIVE STATISM? 

 

“To be sure, [in capitalism’s post-Fordist phase, L.O.] the juridico-political ideology of the general 

interest is giving way to a technocratic ideology of efficiency, economic progress, abundance and well-

being. But this can function as an internal cement […] if and only if the economic process retains a 

certain appearance of technical neutrality. And it is precisely that which is becoming more and more 

difficult. The technocratic ideology according to which the state ensures efficiency and social well-

being – an ideology that is the basis of the post-Keynesian state – is radically called into question by 

the economic crisis […].” (Poulantzas, 2000 [1978]: 241-2) 

 

This is how Nicos Poulantzas, in 1978, described the continuing crisis of the ‘old’, Fordist social formation. In 

his magnum opus State, Power, Socialism he provided a conceptual account of social developments during 

times of great crisis that can still be used, with only minor adaptations, to analyse current events in Europe. 

The unfolding crisis of capitalism – the most severe since the 1930s – is taking the shine off neoliberal 

imaginaries and eroding the aura of those neoliberal projects that were implemented in the context of the 

European Union (Bieling/Steinhilber, 2000: 106ff.). As a result, the present, competition-state mode of 

integration, which is based on consensus, is sliding into an ever deeper crisis of hegemony (Gramsci, 1996: 

1577-6). This becomes blatantly obvious when the ‘organic intellectuals’ (Gramsci, 1996: 1557) of the 

dominant ideology, whose role it is to constantly universalise and rejuvenate it, are starting to defect from 

their previous beliefs. Discursive elements such as: “The left might actually be right” (Moore, 2011); “Among 

the bourgeoisie, doubts are growing whether they were right all their lives” (Schirrmacher, 2011); or “[One 

can] feel that something is coming to an end and that something new is beginning” (Fleischhacker, 2011), 

therefore represent much more than a tempest in a newspaper teacup. 

The crisis does not just cause the production of a “world view” (Gramsci, 1992: 719) and “visions of Europe”  

to slow down; it also affects the second aspect of consensus-based rule: bank bailouts and the recession-

induced reduction in tax revenues have made public debt explode, drastically reducing the scope for 

‘material concessions’. One after another, subaltern groups in various EU member states are being targeted 

by austerity programmes that are mandated by the European ensemble of state apparatuses and 

implemented, if necessary, through interiorising its administrators1. In contrast, however, to the neoliberal 

austerity measures that accompanied the implementation of Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), current 

cuts are supported neither by the people’s active, nor their passive consent (Gramsci, 1992: 481). It is no 

accident that Syntagma Square in Athens, the Puerta del Sol in Madrid and the London borough of 

Tottenham, which have come to symbolise the resurgence of social struggles in Europe, are located in those 

countries that have seen the toughest austerity measures yet. It is obvious that “Institutional dispositifs of 

prevention” (Poulantzas, 2002: 238)2 are being erected against these struggles. For example, David 

Cameron, the British prime minister, remarked after the London riots: “We need a counterstrike […] 

                                                 
1 E.g. Mario Monti in Italy (formerly EU Commissioner for Competition and laureate of the von Hayek-Foundation), and 

Lucas Papademos in Greece (former vice-president of the ECB). 
2 This term, used in the German translation of State, Power, Socialism has no equivalent in the English-language 

version. Cf. Poulantzas (2000: 210). 
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Whatever the police deem necessary will be provided by legislation.”3 In the face of a general strike, the 

Greek government even saw itself in a “war” against the trade unions that it needed to “win for the country”.4 

And German-language newspapers essentially paraphrase Carl Schmitt, the theorist of the national socialist 

exceptional state, when they demand “an alternative to democracy”5. It looks like the hegemonic phase of 

neoliberalism has come to an end in the imperial centre, too. To maintain the status quo, coercion is, if 

necessary, substituted for the disappearing consensus. Writing against the backdrop of the 1930s global 

economic crisis, Gramsci aptly described this constellation as interregnum: “If the ruling class has lost its 

consensus, i.e. is no longer ‘leading’ but only ‘dominant’, exercising coercive force alone, this means 

precisely that the great masses have become detached from their traditional ideologies, and no longer 

believe what they used to believe previously, etc. The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying 

and the new cannot be born [...].” (Gramsci, 1971: 275-6) 

Nothing shows more clearly that neoliberalism, despite losing its ‘leading’ edge, remains absolutely 

‘dominant’ than the ‘Economic Governance’ decided upon in the autumn of 2011. It consists of a package of 

six legal acts that, borrowing from contemporary body cult, is also referred to as a ‘six-pack’ (Kreisky, 2001: 

38). It reinforces the EMU’s Stability and Growth Pact6 (through the European balanced budget amendment) 

and creates a procedure for competitive restructuring7. Essentially, the goal is “austerity forever”8: the 

austerity measures and restructuring programmes currently applied to ‘problem states’ are to be extended to 

all member states and, through their legalisation, to be made permanent. Repression in the form of monetary 

fines is envisaged to implement these measures even against popular resistance. Thus, the European 

ensemble of state apparatuses is empowered to erode, in authoritarian fashion, social rights that are still 

granted at national levels and sometimes constitutionally guaranteed. In the following I will show that extant 

primary law – the Treaties of the European Union – do not furnish a legal basis for these measures. It is this 

fact in particular that heralds the beginning of an authoritarian turn in Europe. 

My hypothesis here is that ‘Economic Governance’ is a crucial move in the search for a new mode of 

European integration. Though its precise shape cannot be determined yet, some contours are already 

visible: the multiple crises of capitalism are dealt with through massive intervention by the European 

ensemble of state apparatuses. This ensemble, however, is considerably more fragmented and contradictory 

than national states. In the face of the EU’s continued competitive world market integration, which is both 

internally and externally oriented, and in the face of the simultaneous erosion of the neoliberal consensus, 

the centripetal forces of repressive domination techniques appear as an attractive solution. The new mode of 

integration that is taking shape can therefore be described as authoritarian competitive statism. 

To analyse these developments I draw on the theory of Nicos Poulantzas. The next section will therefore 

discuss the central arguments of this Greek-French theorist in the context of the current European crisis (I.). 

The following section will then apply them to the analysis of ‘Economic Governance’ (II.). In some cases I will 

use the legal form as a measuring rod for the authoritarian turn. The empirical subject matter itself requires 

this, as does the fact that Poulantzas’ legal background – which is frequently ignored in the reception of his 

works (Jessop, 1985: 322) – sharpened his understanding of law as a relationally autonomous sphere for the 

                                                 
3 Spiegel-Online, ‘Cameron droht Randalierern mit Gegenschlag’, 10/08/2011. 
4 Süddeutsche Zeitung, ‘Papandreou sieht Griechenland im “Kriegszustand”.’, 19/10/2011. 
5 Pilz/Schröter, ‘Wir sind zunächst am Ende’, Berliner Zeitung, 05/11/2011. 
6 Regulations (EU) No 1175/2011 and No 1173/2011, 16/11/2011. 
7 Regulations (EU) No 1176/2011 and No 1174/2011, 16/11/2011. 
8 CEO, ‘Austerity forever’, www.corporateeurope.org/publications/austerity-forever (20/12/2011). 
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articulation of social developments. The conclusion will discuss perspectives of emancipatory struggles (III.). 

 

I. Authoritarian (competitive) statism 

Poulantzas’ State, Power, Socialism appeared after the 1974/75 recession in 1978, then the worst since the 

world economic crisis of the 1930s. In 1977 a short-lived recovery was followed by another downturn. 

Poulantzas did not merely observe a ‘double-dip’ with its similarities to current economic developments; he 

also took into account the political repercussions of the economic crisis: “The whole of the current phase is 

permanently and structurally characterized by a peculiar sharpening of the generic elements of political crisis 

and state crisis – a sharpening which is itself articulated to the economic crisis of capitalism.” (Poulantzas, 

2000: 206) 

Like today, the crisis was then combined with a cycle of struggles that had started in 1968. These struggles 

preceded the economic downturn and created deep fissures in the “relative consensus” (Poulantzas, 2000: 

211) of the Fordist social formation. In this context, Poulantzas emphasised the complexity of domination 

when he stated that “capitalism is not the source of all evil” (207). For the left to contribute to universal social 

emancipation it would have to stop talking of a ‘secondary front’: the idea that everything not part of the 

primary contradiction between capital and labour is a mere secondary contradiction. Accordingly, the left 

would also have to take seriously the women’s movement as well as the struggles of migrants (211). 

Poulantzas understood, like Foucault, that “the struggle against the forms of subjection – against the 

submission of subjectivity – is becoming more and more important, even though the struggles against forms 

of domination and exploitation have not disappeared. Quite the contrary.” (Foucault, 1982: 213) This insight, 

however, is squandered again by Poulantzas when he re-homogenises different forms of subjection by 

talking about “popular struggles” or “popular masses” (e.g. Poulantzas, 2002: 183-4) – even though he refers 

here to popular resistance movements against fascism rather than engaging in the kind of nationalist 

naturalisation that he convincingly criticised when analysing the “people-nation” (93-120). 

To not lose sight of the variety of relations of domination and their intersection I will, in the following, use the 

concept of the subaltern. Firstly because Gramsci, in his take on the concept, demonstrated that subalternity 

is an effect of hegemony. As such, it is not merely the result of subjection through coercion, but also of the 

productive power of ideology that inscribes itself into the subjects and their ways of life. Secondly, the 

concept’s origins (subalternus (lat.) = subordinate) remind us that subalternity is created through processes 

and relations of subordination. In contrast to ‘people [Volk]’ or ‘proletariat’ it is capable of denoting various 

axes of domination as well as their intersectionality (Becker-Schmidt, 2007: 56ff.) because it does not require 

an antonym (such as people–state; proletariat–bourgeoisie9). Finally, the concept also invokes the materialist 

categorical imperative: “to overthrow all conditions in which man is a debased, enslaved, neglected and 

contemptible being” (Marx, 1975: 251). 

In the context of intensifying struggles by the subalterns and continuing economic crisis, Poulantzas believed 

that the new, neoliberal social formation would not come about through consensual universalisation. This 

seemed impossible because the new “ideology of efficiency”, the “basis of the post-Keynesian state”, “is 

radically called into question by the economic crisis” (Poulantzas, 2000: 241-2). According to Poulantzas, the 

new social formation would be established by way of authoritarian statism, which was characterised by 

massive government intervention to solve the crisis, erosion of representative democracy and multiple 

                                                 
9 Though it must be said that the use of this particular pair of concepts, as opposed to people/[Volk]–state, is 

analytically useful, even indispensable, e.g. to emphasise the capital-labour contradiction. 
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restrictions of the so-called ‘formal’ liberties that one only learns to appreciate once “they are going 

overboard” (Poulantzas, 2000: 203-4). 

It becomes obvious here that Poulantzas could not foresee that, from the early 1980s on, neoliberalism 

would enter a phase where it would ingrain itself into the lives of the subaltern as a constructive project 

(Overbeek, 2000: 182-3). Neither could he foresee that it would be possible in the EU-context to establish 

the Single Market and Monetary Union as concrete, consensus-based neoliberal projects capable of 

presenting themselves as ‘common interest’-solutions to a range of urgent social, economic and political 

problems (Bieling/Steinhilber, 2000: 106). Along with other policies and the legally structured competition of 

legal systems (Oberndorfer, 2010: 105ff.) these projects were condensed into the consensus-based 

‘competition-state mode of integration’. This is another reason why Poulantzas’ theoretical framework is 

appropriate to analyse the current phase: at a time where neoliberalism keeps losing its constructive and 

‘leading’ elements and the ideology of competitiveness ceases to function as “internal cement”, a new 

societal constellation emerges in which authoritarian statism is not merely re-actualised, but is in fact fully 

realised for the first time. 

Paradoxically, authoritarian statism is not just a governmental attempt to deal with the crisis of hegemony, but 

also a response to the crisis that it has itself helped to cause and accelerate (Poulantzas, 2000: 212). The 

handling of the current crisis by the European ensemble of state apparatuses illustrates this strikingly. By, on 

the one hand, bailing out the banks, governments prevented the total collapse of the world economy, but, on 

the other, this also had the effect of preventing the devaluation of the capital created by over-accumulation. 

Therefore, the crisis may well repeat itself at an even larger scale. In the initial stages of the ‘debt crisis’, the 

countries that were at risk could have been saved relatively cheaply, but the fragmentation of the European 

ensemble of state apparatuses – itself the result of neoliberal spatial politics (Heeg, 2008; 262) – rendered it 

incapable of doing so. Because of the chain reaction that was thus triggered, the levees (from the Eurozone 

bailout fund to the occasional purchase of government bonds by the ECB), which had themselves been 

belatedly created in response to the unfolding political crisis, were slowly flooded. There was much hesitation 

before a haircut, with ‘private sector participation’, was finally made because European financial institutions 

held large portfolios of negatively affected government bonds so that a bank recapitalisation was required 

first. Faced with quickly mounting debt, governments terminated the stimulus packages created during the 

crisis and embarked on austerity programmes instead. These simultaneous ‘savings’ measures are now 

producing a series of recessions. The increasingly rapid succession of events, the confusing multiplicity of 

European crisis summits and the ubiquitous cacophony are evidence of mutually reinforcing centrifugal 

forces in the European structure of domination. 

Following Poulantzas, these developments can be explained by the fact that crises of hegemony deepen the 

contradictions within the power bloc, which increases the need for state intervention to maintain cohesion 

(Poulantzas, 2000: 212). The state’s economic measures now more than ever favour the leading fraction in 

the structure of domination – which, in the present phase, is without a doubt financial capital. “Thus, the 

snowballing involvement of the State in economic contradictions merely broadens the  cracks in the power 

bloc.” (Poulantzas, 2000: 213) Therefore, the contradictions assume political significance and fuel the 

political crisis. 

According to Poulantzas, this constellation compromises one of the crucial conditions of reproduction for 

which the state is responsible (Kannankulam, 2008: 55-6): organising the long-term political interests of the 

“power bloc, which is composed of several bourgeois class fractions” (Poulantzas, 2000: 127). For the state 
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only functions as the locus of unification through establishment of a compromise between the various 

fractions if it is relatively autonomous from particular interests. The same applies to the state’s role in 

maintaining hegemony because creating the necessary consensus requires that material concessions be 

made which, if need be, have to be forced upon the power bloc or its individual fractions (127). 

The concept of the “power bloc” is Poulantzas’ attempt to create an analytical category for the strategies of 

different capital fractions that require the state as a terrain to constitute themselves as a contradictory 

alliance. This concept, however, should not give rise to notions of a monolithic bloc. The balance of forces 

within it is constantly modified, a process in which law and state play a crucial role. One must also avoid the 

misconception of the state as an instrument. Those are exactly the ideas criticised by Poulantzas: the state 

should be understood as “material condensation” of a “relationship of forces […] in a necessarily specific 

form” (Poulantzas, 2000: 128-9), and therefore as possessing relative autonomy. Different strategies can 

only ‘attain power’ when they become condensed, frequently in an unconscious manner, through the 

universalising structures of the state and law and their peculiar forms. I suggest using structure of 

domination10 [Herrschaftsgefüge] to denote this complex condensation, which always also includes subaltern 

interests to some degree. Unlike conceptual alternatives like “hegemonic project” or “hegemonic bloc” 

(Bieling, 2004: 133), a structure of domination also encompasses constellations in which consensus is 

increasingly replaced by coercion or has entirely lost its ‘leading’ function. However, where Poulantzas refers 

directly to the alliance of different capital fractions in the structure of domination I will stick to the concept in 

spite of its fuzziness, because it reminds us that the alliance’s internal contradictions become secondary 

when the structure of domination as a whole is at risk and when the ‘power bloc’, due to its position in the 

relations of production and the social division of labour, has overwhelming power resources at its disposal. 

The escalating crisis does not merely render problematic the state’s role in organising the long-term political 

interest of the ‘power bloc’. It also undoes the integration of subaltern interests into the structure of 

domination as the economic crisis drastically reduces the scope for budgetary discretion. In times of great 

crisis, state intervention therefore “sheds its alluring aspect of ‘social policy’. Its connection with the interests 

of capital is revealed and the State incurs a sizeable loss of legitimacy in the eyes of the [subaltern].” 

(Poulantzas, 2000: 213) Hence, for Poulantzas, authoritarian statism is the truth that emerges from the ruins 

of the myth of the welfare state (212). Moreover, state intervention on behalf of transnational capital 

accelerates, according to Poulantzas, capitalism’s uneven development. And there is a further aspect of 

authoritarian statism, which is also evident in the current crisis: while those who contributed to the crisis – the 

‘export champions’ Germany and Austria – are growing again or at least only stagnate, the austerity 

measures that have been interiorised by European institutions seem to have made annual negative growth a 

permanent feature in those countries that have been rendered peripheral. On top of that, the statist aspect 

keeps escalating. Drastic interventions succeeded in limiting uncontrolled effects, but state apparatuses now 

have to assume “functions which tempestuous crises used to fulfil in a concentrated period of time” 

(Poulantzas, 2000: 214) – such as devaluation of capital, winding down banks or enforcing haircuts. 

The dramatic decadence of representative democracy and the appreciation of the executive branch are part 

and parcel of authoritarian statism. They are manifested in the downgrading of those political arenas whose 

particular configuration, or ‘structural selectivity’ (cf. Poulantzas, 2000: 134), used to be more favourable to 

the subaltern. To illustrate this process, Poulantzas describes the changes in two institutions whose peculiar 

                                                 
10 A structure is a more or less dense spatial arrangement of various components. 
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material density disadvantaged subaltern interests less than the administrative apparatus, whose importance 

increases under authoritarianism: the political parties and ‘parliamentary’ law. 

Administration has always been the central site in which to construct the precarious compromise of the 

structure of domination. This role, however, is now almost completely monopolised by the executive branch. 

The complex process of consensus-formation that involves civil society and the state and is mediated by the 

political parties is being bypassed because the dominant interests are no longer transformed into ‘national’ 

interests on the parliamentary stage. Rather, the “various economic interests are now directly present as 

such within the administration” (Poulantzas, 2000: 224). Thus, even the marginal consideration of subaltern 

demands in devising government policies becomes more and more precarious. 

The second shift examined in detail by Poulantzas is the “transformation of the law” (Kannankulam, 2008: 

22-4). According to his analysis, authoritarian statism erodes one of the crucial categories of the legal form: 

that laws assume the form of general and universal norms made by parliament; and where the latter is 

understood “as the sanctuary of […] legislative power”, “[i]ncarnating the general will” and exercising control 

over the executive (Poulantzas, 2000: 218). “In a manner that has now become quite spectacular, state 

economic intervention challenges this aspect of the juridical system in increasingly significant areas.” (loc. 

cit.) The state’s new role is to solve, in ever quicker succession and on behalf of the dominant fraction, the 

various crisis moments through special executive regulations. This does not fit anymore into a system of 

general, formal and universal norms. Moreover, the power to set rules shifts ever more towards the 

executive. “That legitimacy embodied by parliament which had as its frame of reference a universal 

rationality is gradually passing over into a legitimacy characterized by the instrumental rationality of efficiency 

and embodied by the Executive-administration.” (Poulantzas, 2000: 218-19) These particularist rules also 

restrict an important dimension of the legal form that has enabled the subaltern, in the long run, to inscribe 

themselves into the law through political and juridical struggle: its general and universal character (Buckel, 

2007: 312-15). Thus, the very condition is increasingly negated that makes the legal form an independent 

site of hegemony production, a site where the social relation of forces is, through legal procedures, 

translated into a juridical relation and integrated into the hegemonic constellation (Buckel/Oberndorfer, 2009: 

277ff). 

Moreover, the crisis of hegemony and the instability that goes along with it create a situation in which due 

process rules for legal and constitutional change – another crucial category through which the legal form, in 

more ‘normal’ (‘bourgeois’) conditions, unfolds its hegemony – are being strategically bypassed or adjourned. 

This does not just concern some isolated cases; it happens systematically because the salvation and 

maintenance of crucial projects of domination take place under conditions in which the escalating crisis 

causes the temporal matrix to accelerate and the existing mode of regulation to disintegrate. The relationship 

of forces becomes dynamic, so that it loses that “certain degree of stability” which, according to Poulantzas, 

is necessary for the former to “be juridically regulated through a system of universal […] norms of a kind that 

would establish its own structure of change and thereby make strategic anticipation possible for the 

protagonists” (Poulantzas, 2000: 219). 

In a situation marked by escalating crisis, disappearance of consensus and the intensification of struggles by 

the subaltern, authoritarian statism offers a solution in the form of repressive techniques of domination, i.e. 

by developing new “institutional dispositifs of prevention”. “This veritable arsenal, which is not simply of a 

legal-constitutional character, does not always come to the fore in the exercise of power.” (Poulantzas, 2000: 

210) This indicates that the newly-created dispositifs, which function as a kind of external cement for the 
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power bloc while disciplining the subaltern, stand both inside and outside legal boundaries. They include not 

only the sudden and direct use of (new) means of coercion as well as the recomposition of immediately 

repressive apparatuses (Kretschmann, 2011: 12) like the police. They also involve executive-legislative 

interventions that restrict the latitude available to the subaltern and their counter-institutions. Another factor 

to be considered is the internationalisation of statehood that only took off in the early 1980s. In the EU this 

had the result of re-configuring domination at the level of the national state as one particular level in the 

European ensemble of state apparatuses. This means that the dispositifs mentioned above are located at 

different scales and levels. These levels are often characterised by a specific structural selectivity that 

provides the most favourable conditions for the implementation of authoritarian (competitive) statism. 

 

II. Economic Governance: core of a new mode of integration? 

The package of laws that came into force in late 2011 and is commonly known as ‘Economic Governance’ is 

the first “institutional dispositif of prevention” created at the European level after the crisis. This new 

‘economic government’ is very much directed against the struggles of subaltern groups and trade union 

resistance, the latter being strongly institutionally oriented due to its reference to (labour) law and the 

(welfare) state. Here I will focus on the procedure for competitive restructuring (for more details see 

Oberndorfer, 2012). In some cases I will use the legal form as a measuring rod of the degree of 

authoritarianism. Therefore, I will also draw on legal arguments to describe the ‘transformation of the law’ 

that, for Poulantzas, is one aspect of authoritarian statism. 

The official title of the “Regulation on the prevention and correction of macroeconomic imbalances” was 

nicked from heterodox economists who have stressed for decades that the introduction of EMU without 

common policies on wages, taxation, transfers and social welfare will accelerate capitalism’s inherent 

tendency of creating uneven development in the EU. They further argued that the imbalances in the 

distribution of income and foreign trade would have to be reduced to deal with a principal cause of crisis. To 

that end, the countries that are running a current account surplus due to wage moderation or labour market 

deregulation (e.g. Hartz IV in Germany), and that are therefore partly responsible for the indebtedness of 

those countries with a current account deficit (Stockhammer/Onaran, 2009: 139ff.), should significantly 

increase their wages or labour costs. 

The above-mentioned regulation, however, tries to establish an entirely different meaning of ‘uneven 

development’. This becomes obvious where the legal act declares that “the need for policy action is 

particularly pressing in Member States showing persistently large current-account deficits and 

competitiveness losses”.11 “Corrections” in the field of “wage policies” and deregulation of “labour markets, 

product and service markets” are to be undertaken12 until “competitiveness”13 is restored. The juridical 

interpretation of this package of laws leaves little doubt that, by mandating a race to the bottom, ‘Economic 

Governance’ aims to create a permanent competition state in and through the legal form, and that “stable 

prices, sound and sustainable finances and monetary conditions”14 are to be implemented in authoritarian 

fashion if necessary. 

By drafting this regulation as a largely undetermined framework, the ‘European legislative’ makes the 

European executive the sole judge of what exactly constitutes a macroeconomic imbalance. The executive 

                                                 
11 Recital 17. 
12 Recital 20. 
13 Recital 17. 
14 Recital 1. 
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enjoys an almost unlimited latitude to directly push through dominant interests. The European Commission 

decides whether an imbalance exists in a member state through the use of a scoreboard consisting of 

“macroeconomic and macrofinancial indicators”. The Commission decides in an annual update15 on the 

composition of these indicators which guide European economic policies. Council and European Parliament 

only have the right to comment.16 With regard to substance, the European executive apparatus is bound only 

by a few general provisions. Even if the balance of forces on the European level should change significantly, 

their wording would give little support to attempts at reducing these imbalances in the alternative way 

favoured by heterodox economics. According to the regulation, the indicators will be to detect imbalances “in 

price and cost developments” as well as “non-price competitiveness” at an early stage.17 The wording is 

unambiguously neoliberal, too, with regard to the crucial question of the current account. The fairly neutral 

term “current account positions”, which would arguably include surpluses, is still used. In interpreting the 

regulation, however, recitals have to be taken into account that require action primarily in the case of 

“current-account deficits and competitiveness losses”.18 

When the Commission concludes that excessive imbalances exist in a particular member state, a 

restructuring procedure is initiated.19 In that case, the country in question will have to submit a “Corrective 

action plan” specifying reforms towards re-establishing competitiveness as well as a timetable for their 

execution.20 After the plan has been approved by the Council, implementation of adjustment programmes is 

monitored by the Commission through “progress reports” and “surveillance missions” in the specified 

countries.21 This procedure for competitive restructuring is the first time in European economic policy that 

sanctions are envisaged that go beyond mere shaming through the publication of decisions.22 If necessary, a 

significant fine of 0.1% of GDP can be imposed on Eurozone members in case corrective actions are not 

implemented.23 

All the important decisions in that new procedure, in particular those related to punitive measures, are made 

in accordance with a new technique called “reverse majority rule”. The name alone indicates that the existing 

decision-making procedures in the EMU have been turned upside down. In the area of ‘Economic 

Governance’, the Commission, as European executive without parliamentary supervision, is to be the de 

facto sole decision maker. According to the regulation, the decisions “shall be deemed adopted by the 

Council unless it decides, by qualified majority, to reject the recommendation within 10 days of its adoption 

by the Commission.”24 Those familiar with the time-consuming preparation for Council sessions will know 

that there will be a Council veto in exceptional situations only. 

The effectiveness of the existing paradigm of consensus-based, competitive European integration was 

grounded not least in the “integration through law” (Haltern, 2006: 399). It therefore constitutes a notable 

rupture that the introduction of ‘hard’ sanctions and the transfer of decision-making power to the European 

executive – the essential pillars of ‘Economic Governance’ – are not backed by the ‘European constitution’. 

These ‘innovations’ are introduced through regulations that would have to be based on primary law, but even 

                                                 
15 Article 4, para. 8. 
16 Recital 12. 
17 Article 4, para. 8, b. 
18 Recital 17. 
19 Article 7, para. 1. 
20 Article 8, para. 1. 
21 Article 9, parapp. 1 and 3. 
22 This is dealt with in another regulation (No 1174/2011). 
23 Article 3, para. 5, Regulation No 1174/2011. 
24 Article 3, para. 3, Regulation No 1174/2011. 
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a cursory glance at the European Treaties makes it clear that a “legal basis is completely missing” (Häde, 

2009: 921) for that procedure. According to articles 121 and 126 of the Treaty on the functioning of the 

European Union, the Commission may, in the field of EMU, make suggestions, write reports, and, at best, 

issue cautions – but nothing more. The approval of resolutions is the sole prerogative of the Council. Neither 

the wording (“the Council shall act without taking into account...”, article 121, para. 4, Treaty on the 

functioning of the EU; cf. Article 126, para. 11) nor the teleological thrust of the provisions as a procedure of 

“multi-lateral surveillance” (Schulze/Steinen, 1998: 149) leave that in any doubt. Therefore, the strengthening 

of the European executive through reverse majority rule is, in fact, baseless. Hardening the institutional 

dispositif of prevention through coercive measures is also not supported by the provisions on which the 

Commission bases ‘Economic Governance’. Article 121, para. 4 lists various kinds of ‘soft sanctions’ (naming 

and shaming), but no fines. 

 

Though the package of laws also contains some clauses that protect basic rights, closer examination reveals 

that ‘Economic Governance’ will interfere substantially with formal freedoms. Through reciprocal references, 

the various levels of the European ensemble of state apparatuses mutually take the burden off each other. 

Article 1 of the regulation on competitive restructuring declares that any recommendation must respect trade 

unions’ right to collective bargaining. The Commission, however, does not even need to interfere directly with 

basic rights: in keeping with the regulation’s wording25, it only needs to demand that “competitiveness” be 

enhanced in the field of “wage policies”. The national level within the European ensemble (e.g. a member 

state government), which, under this provision, is required to submit concrete corrective measures, can in 

turn invoke the ‘implementation of EU requirements’ when interfering with basic rights. A harbinger of this 

kind of interaction could already be seen in 2011. After the European executive had issued economic policy 

guidelines demanding measures to make wages more competitive, Italy and Spain promised to decentralise 

wage bargaining.26 

 

III. The current phase and the outlook for emancipatory struggles 

All the shifts and contradictions that Poulantzas tried to capture in his authoritarian statism hypothesis are 

concentrated in ‘Economic Governance’. An authoritarian tendency in Europe is evident in the measures that 

have already been implemented to alleviate the crisis, as well as the hasty made announcements of ever 

“further steps”. In ‘Economic Governance’, however, the various aspects of authoritarianism are highly 

condensed, suggesting that it constitutes the core of a new mode of European integration which can be 

conceptualised as authoritarian competitive statism. In the words of Asoka Wöhrmann, ‘chief strategist’ of 

DWS, the largest mutual fund in Germany: “We need clear rules if Europe wants to survive, and if someone 

breaks them they will have their sovereignty withdrawn. At the moment, we can hardly imagine that.”27 

Almost every single word in this statement describes a particular aspect of authoritarian competitive statism, 

the ‘sovereignty’ concept being the only one that conceals the nature of current developments. Though the 

narrow horizon of juridical discourse may be unable to grasp it “national sovereignty” has long been 

absorbed into the European ensemble of state apparatuses (as apparently demonstrated by the Lisbon-

verdict of the German constitutional court). In fact, authoritarian competitive statism makes it easier for 

                                                 
25 Recital 20. 
26 Annual Growth Survey 2012, COM(2011) 815. 
27 Interview, Die Presse, 25/11/2011. 
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executive state apparatuses (including member state governments) to seize (basic) social rights that are still 

enshrined at national levels and “whose reality”, to quote Poulantzas again, “is being discovered now that 

they are going overboard” (Poulantzas, 2000: 204). 

Therefore, ‘economic governance’, or authoritarian competitive statism more generally, is not simply an 

‘attack by Brussels bureaucrats’ or ‘neoliberal circles’ against ‘the national state’. It should be understood as 

expression of a reconfiguration in the balance of forces within the power bloc that is being accelerated by the 

crisis of hegemony. The power bloc is confronted with the intensifying struggles of the subaltern, which leads 

to a recomposition of the European ensemble of state apparatuses. The ‘clear rules’ that are supposed to 

ensure the survival of the European structure of domination are an attempt to bind together the increasingly 

disjointed actors within said structure. This new determinant aims to further flexibilise the connections 

between the scales and levels of the European ensemble of state apparatuses. The objective is to enable 

dominant state apparatuses and the fractions inscribed into them to utilise and rearrange those levels in the 

most effective manner and thus to pursue their interests more easily. Opposition by the subaltern can thus be 

variably countered through either a Council recommendation, measures by their ‘own’ respective 

governments, a ‘mission’ from the Commission, an interiorised ‘administrator’ of the ensemble as a whole, or 

(skipping institutional mediation altogether) a direct threat from financial markets in the form of announcing a 

credit rating downgrade – whatever happens to be strategically expedient. The new dispositif thus targets the 

subaltern; its authoritarian aspect lies in the substitution of coercion for weakening consensus. 

This is also manifested in the ‘transformation of law’. Under the competition-state mode of integration, the 

decision about the neoliberal nature of EMU could at least count on the people’s passive consensus. The 

measures to combat the crisis, on the other hand, were decided without making any changes to the 

contractual basis of authority. The amendment of primary law that would normally be necessary is being 

avoided because the requisite majorities are not secured and because the acceleration of time in the EU 

makes it impossible to hegemonically construct a project like ‘Economic Governance’ in what is a time-

consuming and onerous process. This is confirmed by the fact that some components of Economic 

Governance as well as other restrictions – such as the obligation to constitutionally enshrine a balanced-

budget requirement at the national level – are passed as ‘fiscal pact’ in the form of a treaty under 

international law. By thus bypassing European law, even the modest democratic exigencies (due process 

and participation of national parliaments when amending the treaties) and the legal protection afforded by 

European primary law are avoided. This evasive arrangement developed by the executive state apparatuses 

is also meant to prevent referenda as these are only mandatory when European Treaties (e.g. in Ireland) are 

being changed. 

The breach of existing norms, disregard for legislative due process, and thus the erosion of crucial 

categories of the legal form have become ubiquitous in the current phase. For example, bond purchases by 

the ECB and the creation of the Eurozone bailout fund violate the treaties’ ‘no bailout clause’28. To save 

European capitalism even the legal centre-piece of monetarist economics is being degraded. A certain 

degree of stability is necessary to regulate a balance of forces “in the form of a universal system of norms” 

that determines its own area of transformation. Such stability, however, does not exist anymore. Therefore, 

the emerging ‘clear rules’ for ‘saving Europe’ can no longer be adequately grasped as “new 

constitutionalism”. Stephen Gill (1998: 5ff) introduced this concept to describe how neoliberal dogma was 

                                                 
28 Treaty on the functioning of the European Union, article 125. 



lukas.oberndorfer@univie.ac.at; http://homepage.univie.ac.at/lukas.oberndorfer/ 
 

made permanent in the Treaties in a way that, crucially, conformed to European law and was based on at 

least passive consensus. However, the tendency towards ad hoc ‘legislation’ by the executive without 

‘constitutional’ support requires more radical concepts: in the face of eroding consensus an authoritarian 

constitutionalism seems to emerge. 

These shifts are accompanied by the devaluation of those political arenas in which the demands of the 

subaltern still have a comparatively good chance of being heard. Parliaments and the ‘parties in power’ now 

do little more – if anything – than confer the appearance of representative-democratic legitimacy upon 

programmes set out by the European ensemble of state apparatuses – of which the national executive 

branches are a part. This devaluation is complemented by the strengthening of executive apparatuses; this 

constitutes the statist aspect of the current phase. It becomes obvious when one acknowledges that the 

Commission is the sole actor in the area of ‘Economic Governance’ that has at its disposal a crucial 

instrument for guiding European economic policies (the score-board). The dominant state apparatuses of the 

most important member states (e.g. the German ministry of finance) support this development because it 

enables them to avoid parliamentary supervision even more effectively and because they are aware of the 

power they wield in and through the European executive. Resistance from the arenas of representative 

democracy is absent, as demonstrated, for instance, by the European Parliament’s broad approval of 

‘Economic Governance’. This shows that parliamentarians and politicians, too, have been caught up in the 

expansion of authoritarian competitive statism (Poulantzas, 2000: 229-30). 

Whether this potential core of authoritarian competitive statism and other emerging elements of an 

authoritarian turn can become sufficiently condensed to form a new mode of integration is currently open and 

subject to social struggle. In any case, the expansion of repressive techniques of domination must not be 

understood merely as reinforcement of the neoliberal social formation. Though the latter may now be more 

dominant than ever, the loss of its leadership function makes it fragile and ossified. This is exactly why 

Poulantzas stated that authoritarian statism “does not designate unequivocal strengthening of the State”. 

“The authoritarian statism of the contemporary State is terrifyingly real. But in spite of this (or rather because 

of it) the State remains a clay-footed colossus, fleeing ahead on treacherous ground” (Poulantzas, 2000: 

205). 

In the imperial centre, domination cannot be maintained in the long run without the consent of the subaltern. 

The search for new resources of popular approval has already begun; the increasing infiltration of official 

discourses by openly chauvinist or racist language and narratives testifies to that. For example, when 

Portugal, Ireland, Greece and Spain – who have been brutally pushed to the periphery by the ‘export 

champion’ Germany – are referred to as ‘PIGS’. The intensification of competition in authoritarian competitive 

statism, thus, plays a dual role: it improves the conditions of accumulation for individual capitals, and it plays 

the subaltern off against each other as competitive “people-nations” (Poulantzas, 2000: 93-120). The 

ubiquitous programmes of austerity and restructuring make the good life ever more difficult and unlikely. 

Hence the desire for it finds surrogate satisfaction through identification with the ‘whole’. In the production of 

“collective narcissim” (Adorno, 1998: 563), the industrious German is contrasted to the ‘lazy Greek’. But the 

latter does not work any less hard than the former, and none of them benefit, in the form of basic income for 

reproductive labour and/or shorter hours, from productivity gains. 

It is this renewed attempt at horizontalising the axis of conflict that requires intervention by the movements 

and struggles of the subaltern. When delusion replaces the dream that humankind may one day humanise 

the world (Adorno, 1998) we must stand in opposition to the authoritarian tendencies that are determined to 
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expel that dream. The Monetary Union and the Single Market, which interpellate human beings as European 

market citizens and which have been offered as collective identities by the ensemble of neoliberal state 

apparatuses, lie in ruin. When the subaltern congregate in the cities and on the squares, they will, thus, seize 

a discursive position that has been vacated: ‘we, the humans in Europe’. 
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