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“Democracy and the National Interest:  the Challenge for Europe” 

 

Thank you for inviting me to give this lecture, of course in an entirely personal 

capacity.   It is a great honour.  I am conscious of the distinction of those who 

have delivered the lecture before me.  And, of course, I have long been familiar 

with the text which this series of lectures commemorates. 

 

There is a photograph of Winston Churchill either just before or shortly after he 

gave the lecture in 1946.    He is seated next to a cloaked officer of the 

university or perhaps the city.    There is a ceremonial stave, a ceremonial hat 

and a group of ceremonial worthies behind the great man.   He is wearing a 

homburg and is slumped in his chair, looking a little sternly into the middle 

distance.   What was he thinking, I ask myself?   Here is a giant of his age 

whose life had taken him from a sabre charge with the 21st Lancers at 

Omdurman in 1894 to the dawn of the atomic era.   He had been taken prisoner 

reporting on a colonial war which had sounded the first warnings of his 

country’s decline.   He had been a major actor in two terrible world wars in the 

second of which his own fortitude had seemed for a time to be all that held the 

keep against the triumph of evil. 
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So was he musing on the vicissitudes of democratic politics, which (he once 

noted) had been described by others as providing “the worst form of 

government except all the others”?   He could have been excused for wondering 

why exactly in the previous year he had been ejected, a hero to all who believed 

in freedom, from the leadership of Britain.   Was he wondering whether the 

European concert of nations that he had advocated in the 1930s and again 

during the war, with Franco-German reconciliation at its heart, would really 

come to pass?   Or was the British Foreign Office, which had politely and 

prosaically questioned his dreams, right to be sceptical about his vision?    Did 

he perhaps wonder how his own country at the head of its club of far-flung 

Commonwealth countries might be able to shape Europe naturally from a 

convenient distance - and play candid friend as well to America - while 

retaining its historic sea-girt identity? 

 

Well, we are now almost as far in years from Churchill’s speech as he was, 

when he made it from the year of his birth, 1874.   Had he known when he 

spoke here what was to come, there might have been much to disappoint him – 

above all the relative political and economic decline of Britain, which in the 

year after Zurich sold to the world the sum of the exports of the whole of 

Western Europe.   But much more would have gladdened him – his prescience 

about France and Germany, the rebuilding of a peaceful Europe which had been 

raped and ransacked by war, the moral and political defeat of  Soviet 

Communism, and the largely selfless leadership of the United States in the 

epilogue decades after the Second World War. 

 

What had those epilogue years achieved and how long had they lasted? 

 

The global settlement, put in place under the guidance of the United States after 

the Second World War, is most remarkable for three things.   First, it involved 
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persuading American public opinion that their country should assume an active 

leadership role, going out into the world rather than retreating from it.  This was 

not inevitable;   after all, following the First World War America had gone 

home despite the instincts and wishes of its President.   The verbiage of the 

League of Nations was left to police inadequately the global order mostly on its 

own.  Second, the institutions set up to manage global governance, which in a 

sense helped to persuade Americans that it was safer now for the United States 

to retain extrovert ambitions, oversaw rules that applied  by and large to the 

U.S. as well as to everyone else.   Admittedly, Washington heavily influenced 

what those rules should be.   Nevertheless it is surely rare in history to 

encounter other examples of a dominant world power accepting that it should be 

subject to the same codes and regulations as lesser powers.  Third, there was an 

extraordinary generosity about the American settlement.   Increasingly open 

U.S. markets made America more of an emporium than an imperium.    Japan 

and the Asian tigers, with their own American-backed political stability, were 

substantial beneficiaries.   Here in Europe we know how much we gained, 

especially in the early years, from Marshall Aid which helped us both to replace 

the economic infrastructure destroyed by war and to lay the foundations for that 

marriage between capitalism and democracy which we call the European social 

model. 

 

The institutions which provided the framework for Europe’s return to peace and 

prosperity were born of a transatlantic bargain.   There is a common myth that 

Europe planned its own Common Market and Union and that the U.S. produced 

N.A.T.O.   That is simplistic if not downright misleading.   The Americans were 

prepared to leave a military presence on our continent after the Second World 

War only if Europe put behind her the xenophobic nationalism that had obliged 

the U.S. to involve herself in two European wars.   Advocates of European 

integration were more welcome in Washington in the war years and afterwards 
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than they were in London.   On the other hand, it was Europeans who pressed 

the U.S. to provide military protection against Russian ambitions after 1945.   

NATO’s role, in the words of its first British Secretary-General, Lord Ismay, 

was “to keep the Russians out, the Americans in and the Germans down”. 

 

The European Union, as it was to become, and NATO provided the framework 

and the guarantees for decades of peace, economic growth and social stability 

with Churchill’s own country playing from the start a leading role in one of 

these organisations and eventually mostly persuading itself that it should get 

involved in the other, albeit too late to help write the basic rules of this club. 

 

The “glorious years”, to borrow from a French book title about Europe’s 

transformation, culminated in the articulation of glistening new prospects, a 

world view that would have pleased Immanuel Kant.    Following the collapse 

of Russia’s European empire, and the ideology which it purported to reflect and 

to serve, the hope for the future knew no bounds.  The first President Bush told 

the world that “a thousand generations have searched for this elusive path to 

peace”.   Political philosophers and seers, most eloquently Francis Fukuyama, 

pronounced the global triumph of economic and political liberalism.   But the 

fall of the Berlin Wall, the success of a global coalition in ejecting Saddam 

Hussein’s Iraqi forces from Kuwait and the super-charged surge of globalism in 

the 1990s perhaps represented the end of the epilogue and the beginning of 

something new and less certain, but not the sort of “new world  order” that had 

been much advertised.  What happened? 

 

First, the US over-reached itself physically and morally in its unipolar  excess 

after the terrible events of 9/11.   Iraq was a war of choice in which American 

blood and treasure (along with that of others, primarily of course Iraqis) drained 

away into what Winston Churchill himself called “the thankless deserts of 
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Mesopotamia”.   Then came the great financial crash of 2008 with the 

humiliation of the princes of Wall Street and the shredding of “the Washington 

consensus”.  America’s global economic dominance seemed drowned in debt.   

And a more substantial and significant shift took place alongside this. 

 

We used to talk in the sixties and seventies of the Third World, those poor 

countries mostly on southern continents, many of them ex-colonies or victims of 

imperial exploitation, which turned their backs on capitalism, and embraced 

state-based models of economic management.  We associated them with the 

manufacture of polyester and cheap toys, with corruption and broken-down 

Soviet era tractors.   They campaigned at the U.N. for a New International 

Economic Order, to be brought about by forming cartels of commodity 

producers against the richer countries of the north.   It did not, of course, work.  

But they got their international economic order, achieved in a different way by 

making their peace with capitalism.   The “Third World” became “Emerging 

Markets”; the largest of them were canonised by Goldman Sachs as the BRICS, 

joining the global economy, booming exponentially, and thanks to their size and 

steady growth taking a growing share of global trade, output and income.  The 

early years of this century from the Twin Towers attack to the financial crash 

saw the fastest growth for forty years and the fastest growth in wealth per head 

ever recorded. 

 

The most dramatic example of how rapidly the world changed came in 

comparisons of the relative positions of the world’s only super-power, the U.S., 

and the world’s largest country, China.    When I first visited the U.S. in the 

mid-1960s, it represented about 37%-38% of global income.   By the end of the 

century it had fallen to 30%, and by 2010 to 23%,   At the beginning of the 

century the Chinese economy was one-eighth the size of America’s, by 2011 the 

figure had risen to over 40%.    The comparable European figures were not so 
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dramatic, but they tell the same tale.  The global economy had rebalanced, as 

had been the case historically, towards the biggest countries in the world, the 

two largest of which - China and India – of course in Asia.  And with this 

economic shift, had also gone the ability of the transatlantic community to 

dominate the world’s political agenda as once it had.   There were other reasons 

for this, as we shall see, as well as the economic ones.   But while what 

happened was truly remarkable, we should not exaggerate its consequences.  

We are often told, for example, that we can now look forward to a Chinese 

century?    I doubt this very much, though it would be a surprise if as large a 

proportion of humanity as is represented by China were not to do more – as 

should be the case – to shape the years ahead.   I hope this will happen because 

of China’s successes not its failures.   But China will grow old before its people 

become as rich as Europeans and Americans.  And it faces immense problems at 

home, not least because in the words of its last Prime Minister, Wen Jiabao, its 

economy is “unsustainable, uncoordinated, unbalanced and unstable”. 

 

Moreover, we all over-do American “declinism”, not least the Americans 

themselves who have an exotic tradition of Jeremiads about their own failures. 

 

America will remain the world’s only super-power, with a growing population, 

military mastery of the global commons- (land, sea, air and space), and a 

receptiveness to immigration and the existence of great universities both of 

which help to sustain its wealth creating innovation.   It remains the only 

country which matters everywhere:  its leadership required to help solve most 

crises and problems. 

 

The challenge in America (and in this, as I shall seek to argue, it resembles 

Europe) is that its politics is dysfunctional, with some commentators arguing 

that democratic governance in America is broken.   This is partly the result of a 
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balancing of powers meant to accommodate the interests of the colonial states, 

which originally comprised in the 18th century the newly independent country, 

or to manage the transition of new territories to membership of the federal 

entity.   There were also concerns about preventing the development of the sort 

of autocracy from which the colonies had sceeded.   One result is that today half 

of all Americans live in the most populous states which together only account 

for 20 out of 100 Senate seats.   States that together hold about 12% of the 

population return more than 40 Senators, enough to prevent the breaking of a 

filibuster.   As for the strictly proportionate lower chamber, Congress, the 

systematic gerrymandering, by both parties but most ruthlessly by Republicans, 

means that today the Republicans enjoy a comfortable majority on a minority of 

the votes.   Most of the “gerrymandered districts” are so safe for the victorious 

party that few of them change hands at elections.   The active party members, 

invariably more extreme in their views than main-stream supporters and 

independents, choose and sustain more partisan Representatives.  This has 

dragged the Republican party to the right and gone far to wipe out the tradition 

of moderate Republicanism.  When I first got involved in politics in New York 

as a student in the 1960s, the two Senators for the State were Republicans, 

Jacob Javits and Nelson Rockefeller, internationalists and moderates both.   It is 

difficult to imagine their selection as Republican candidates today.  Add to 

these party political developments, the growth in influence of special interest 

groups, in part because of their role in the funding of election campaigns, and 

you have most of the reasons for the demosclerosis (as it has been called) in 

Washington.   The American deficit continues to grow;  one party plays chicken 

with a sovereign default;   and more members of both parties question any 

further involvement of the U.S. in the resolution of global problems especially 

where military force may be required to underpin the global rule of law.   In 

these circumstances, America’s traditional and forceful commitment to the 

furtherance of democracy looks increasingly hollow, not least as the “Arab 
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spring” shows some of the tricky fault-lines between principle and realpolitick.     

But without America, who is to lead the world in a more hopeful direction.    

Not Europe, that is for sure. 

 

You can, I suppose, see the decades after the Second World War as the period 

of “Europe’s reduction” as the historian Tony Judt called it.   In a very literal 

sense that was true.   The 19th century had seen the European countries 

dominate the world economically, culturally and politically.  In 1900 Europe 

had controlled 84 percent of the world, compared with 35 per cent a hundred 

years before.   This ascent was to some extent a consequence of demography.  

Europe’s population had grown from one fifth of the world’s to one quarter 

during the century.   It was also the result of continental stability for most of the 

century after the Napoleonic wars, of industrial inventiveness, economic 

growth, military prowess, cultural self-confidence and sometimes high-minded, 

sometimes disreputable, national competitiveness at the expense of weaker 

societies. 

 

The pre-eminence was shattered by ferocious nationalism, which left too many 

of Europe’s citizens bloodied and dead on the barbed wire of the battle field or 

buried beneath the rubble of some of its greatest cities.  European civilisation 

proved not to be very civilised.  Something else that resulted was that the nation 

states that emerged from the great wars, and from subsequent fighting like the 

Balkan wars of the 1990s, were, to use a euphemism, tidier units.   A great deal 

of their ethnic and religious untidiness was swept away by tyrants like Hitler, 

Stalin and Milosevic and by a brand of nationalism which brutally cast civic 

humanism aside.  But nation states remained whatever the rhetoric about a 

common European identity and the genuine aspirations to entrench it.   In 

particular, nation states were still the principal magnets of community loyalty 
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and affection, the main fighting grounds of politics and  the basic domains for 

the ordering and assessing of democratic accountability.     

 

Many have argued that the primary question in the study of politics is “who are 

we?”.    Remember the story about the sign on President Harry Truman’s desk 

in the White House.      Famously on one side it read:  “The buck stops here”.    

On the other was written:  “I‘m from Missouri”.     “We” in Europe – some of 

us -  may think of ourselves first and foremost as Europeans, but I doubt 

whether that is the majority view.   We are first and foremost Germans or 

French or Dutch or British.   Naturally, we may not think that this self-

identification is exclusive.   In my case, I think of myself as English, (with 

much Irish blood in my veins), British and European.  While I have a real sense 

of what Europe has meant and done at its best, my initial political and cultural 

instincts are encompassed in my Britishness .     When I became a European 

Commissioner, one Europhobic newspaper described me as turning my back on 

“the British way of life”.   That was patently absurd.    Supporting British 

membership of the European Union did not make me less British;  to work in 

Brussels does not demand less patriotism.    The European Union does not pre-

empt nationhood.   It may and does make nation states more peaceful and 

prosperous;  yet it exists because the nation states have willed its existence and 

willed what it has become.   The nation states have made the European Union 

and democratic accountability for what it does ultimately rests with their 

parliaments and peoples. 

 

The sharing of sovereignty which the Union’s institutions and policies represent 

is unique in its scale but not in its requirements.  To some extent, any 

international co-operation may involve some degree of sovereignty sharing, 

especially when,  for example in a trade or environmental agreement,  we accept 

constraints on what we can do on our own.  And alongside the present European 
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arguments about the sharing of sovereignty within its own borders goes a 

development which affects all countries, European or not.   We remark the 

results of economic globalisation, brought about by the revolutions in 

communications and technology and by the lowering of barriers to trade.  There 

is also a dark side to globalisation – from epidemic disease to nuclear 

proliferation to pollution and the assault on our environment.   And there is, too, 

the globalisation of the world’s conscience.    Disaster in one nation is 

witnessed in others.   Paradoxically, the increasingly porous nature of our 

national frontiers does not seem to have had much affect of our enthusiasm for 

international co-operation.   It may well be that the biggest problems faced by 

nation states can only be overcome if we work with others to defeat them.  The 

active support for this international partnership, especially through the global 

institutions we created after the Second World War, seems if anything to have 

withered.   Even in Europe, which claims to have discovered new and better 

ways of co-operating between nations, there is not much sign of us being 

prepared to take a lead in trying to get global co-operation moving again.   We 

obsess instead about our domestic problems and contemplate our own navel. 

 

In order to carry our public, nation by nation, with us, political leaders clearly 

need a story and arguments, that speak passionately to national aspirations and 

fears.  For the majority of its 56years, the European Union has had them.    They 

were not far from Churchill’s vision.  Europe should render impossible another 

civil war between its member nations;  it should help them to co-operate in 

order to maximise the economic and social gains they could make out of 

working together;  and it should stabilise its continent and neighbourhood.   The 

epilogue years saw us achieve much of that, with the enlargement of the Union 

to include the countries of central and eastern Europe, probably the high point 

of the whole extraordinary enterprise.  So where next should our democracies 

be led? 
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The predicament that we face in the future is usually expressed in economic 

terms.  Our population is falling;   it will be 20% lower by mid-century;   and 

most of us live in ageing societies.   Youth unemployment is high and in some  

countries people face the prospect,  if  and when they do find a job, of having to 

work hard to pay for the costs of previous generations’  pensions.  Our 

underlying growth rate on the other hand is stubbornly low.   Unless it is sharply 

increased through a revolution in our competitiveness, we will lose our share of 

world trade and output.  We have not done as badly as some suggest in keeping 

our heads above water as the Asian tide has risen.   Yet our democratic politics 

is reluctant to confront the implications of ageing populations and the apparent 

addiction to welfare spending which can at present only be paid for by 

borrowing money.   Chancellor Merkel describes the European iron triangle:   

we have 7% of the world’s population, at present 25% of its output, and 50% of 

its welfare spending.   At the same time we resist the immigration which 

America welcomes and lose some of our best and brightest because we invest 

too little in our universities and research with consequences for our capacity to 

promote and gain from disruptive innovation.   Carry on like this, and our level 

of discomfort will rise;   carry on like this and what we used to call the Third 

World will eat our breakfast, our lunch and our dinner. 

 

There is no need to overstate the case.   The other day I read a column by an 

intelligent columnist in an American newspaper who compared the state of 

Europe with the society portrayed in Paulo Sorrentino’s latest melancholy film 

“La Grande Bellezza”  - a continent sick of soul, still capable of a certain 

glamour, but in decadent decline.  That is colourful but greatly exaggerated.   

Yet there is a political and moral case not just an economic one to answer. 
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First, we cannot go on pretending that there is a European public or demos 

which can be called upon to legitimise whatever governments with more or less 

opacity agree to do together.  For years every increase in power at the European 

centre has been held to be properly accountable because it has been 

accompanied or preceded by an accretion of power by the European Parliament.   

But the European Parliament does not have the legitimacy which rests with 

national Parliament.   I doubt whether it will for the foreseeable future.   I must 

be clear.   It does much good work, though it could do so at less expense and 

would be taken more seriously if it had dug in its heels and stopped being 

trundled around Europe like a travelling circus.   It contains many hard-working 

members, and doubtless a few, as in every other Parliament, about whom not 

even their partners would make that claim.     But it does not have the same 

credibility as national parliaments. 

 

The turn-out in European elections underlines this point.    While the powers of 

the parliament have grown over the last 30 years, turn-out at elections has 

fallen.   So it is difficult to claim that people do not bother to vote because the 

Parliament has insufficient clout.   In the first direct elections in 1979 turnout 

was just under 62%;   in the last elections in 2009  it was 43%.   The fall was 

pretty uniform.    In Germany, France and the Netherlands, the figure went 

down by about 20%;   in the last of these countries, for example from just over 

58% to slightly less than 37%.   In the United Kingdom it rose – but from a low 

32% to under 35%.    Should those figures convince us of the case for giving 

even greater power to the European Parliament:   for instance  the power to 

choose the president of the European Commission for all the world as though 

that body was a European government? 

 

The bodies that have been more or less by-passed while the European 

Parliament has gained in power are national parliaments.   We have to find ways 
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in which our national parliaments become more centrally involved in European 

policy and decision making. 

 

Second, in order to carry the public with us, we must connect what European 

countries have to do in order to raise our competitiveness, with our past 

successes and future opportunities.   The creation of a partial  single market in 

Europe has been a major success, but this is unfinished business.  The single 

market is intended to remove the barriers to the free movement of goods, 

services, labour and capital.  Several members states blow hot and cold about 

which freedoms they like and which they are less keen to support.   One result is 

that internal trade is stuck at about around 35% of Europe’s GDP, well below 

the U.S. figure.  Services make up about 70% of the European economy;   yet 

we have about five times as many service companies as there are in the U.S. 

where the economy is a similar size.  Serving national markets rather than a 

European market, our companies lose out in making economies of scale and 

both investment and productivity are lower than they should be.   It may not 

always be easy to make the case for a more open market, but the benefits would 

be palpable.   They would create a narrative of growth not stagnation and 

decline. 

 

Third, it is unwise for E.U. citizens from outside euro-zone countries to impale 

themselves on the sharper points in the discussion about the future of the euro.   

It is in all our interests, whether we use the euro or not, that it avoids further 

turbulence and becomes a stable and trusted currency.    But there is a political 

point which is of wider resonance within the E.U.   Let me turn perhaps 

improbably to Confucius for what concerns me.   Asked what he would do first 

if he were a ruler, Confucius replied that he would “rectify the names”.  When 

challenged as to whether this was a joke, Confucius replied that language 
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should match reality, or else action becomes impossible and human affairs 

disintegrate. 

 

As is now widely accepted, to run a single currency you need an integrated 

fiscal policy and that naturally involves the transfer of resources.   Maybe you 

can proceed by stealth without ever really pointing out what that means;  you 

muddle through (fingers crossed) to an eventual successful outcome without 

anyone really recognising what you are doing or having the chance to say 

whether or not they support the direction of travel.   You set out in the good old 

European way without ever explicitly defining where you want to arrive, 

without “rectifying the names”.   But the danger is surely that it can look as 

though you are making a mockery of the national democratic process with some 

member states appearing to dwell in a second-class zone where important 

economic questions are determined by unelected outside bodies, or by the 

elected bodies of other nations.    That surely helps to nurture the sort of 

populism which is hostile to the way we practice representative democracy 

today. 

 

Fourth, the democratic narrative which first inspired the creation of the 

European Union was,  as I noted earlier, the end of European conflicts.   The 

iconic image which encapsulates that argument was the photograph of Francois 

Mitterrand and Helmut Kohl before the ossuary at Verdun in which the remains 

of 150,000 French soldiers rest.    Potent though the image may still be, it must 

seem to most European citizens to be an argument about the past not the future.  

Sixty seven years after Winston Churchill’s Zurich speech there must be other 

things to say to the majority of Europeans born since it was made, born since 

the war on whose causes Churchill brooded. 
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How do we define Europe’s purposes and values today?    Surely in part by 

standing for the same sort of co-operative effort internationally which has 

restored our fortunes on our own continent.   Europe should be at the front in 

the debates about environmental imperatives, about the responsibility to protect 

those threatened by violence in their own countries, about the rejuvenation of 

the U.N and its family.    And we should not now give up on our role in the 

promotion of stability and democratic pluralism around our borders, notably 

including our relationship with Turkey.   If Europe’s democracies turn in on 

themselves, manoeuvring to contain splurges of populism, seeking to 

manipulate opinion rather than facing our citizens with both the realities of our 

position in the world and the possibilities for doing good still open to this old 

continent, then the outlook will be increasingly dismal. 

 

Winston Churchill and his European peers in the 1940s and ‘50s acted boldly in 

the wake of great adversity.  Today, it seems to me, we have to act boldly in 

order to stop adversity creeping up on us, unannounced, and overwhelming us 

before we quite understand what has happened. 

 
The world invariably becomes more dangerous,  as much because of what we 

fail to do as because of what we do. 

 

 

4686 words. 


