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Introduction

Introduction

he twelve stars in Europe’s flag symbolize Europe’s unity in 
diversity. But in the run-up to the European Elections 2019, 
Europeans are divided along national, ideological, and cultur-
al lines. The motivation for Twelve Stars is that philosophi-

cal thinking and argumentation, when presented in an accessible way, 
can help in creating a constructive dialogue and in identifying common 
ground in controversial debates about the European Union. Philosophers 
discuss what politicians, dependent on short term approval, rarely like 
to address: Long-term choices for the future that for some while now 
can only be made on a European level. 

More than two dozen philosophers present their proposals for what Eu-
rope should do next. The contributors are political philosophers born 
and working all over Europe.

Every article is grounded in political philosophy. Yet, contrary to the 
popular cliché of the thinker in the ivory-tower, at Twelve Stars phi-
losophers take clear stances on concrete political issues. Each essay 
presents a bold proposal that Europe can implement now.  The result 
are 24 original and thought-provoking essays that float novel ideas and 
solutions for the “live” policy choices that politicians and publics in the 
European Union now face. 

T
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Twelve Stars is not just a collection of essays by philosophers but also 
a new format of civil-society making itself heard in political discourse. 
The thinkers whose policy proposals are presented here do not speak as 
experts or policy advisers but as citizens – who like any other citizen 
happen to have a specific professional perspective, in their case that of 
philosophy. This perspective is distinguished by a consistent interest in 
normative orientation. All contributions are part-answers to the same 
over-arching question: “How do we want to live in Europe?” 

We have subjected all proposals to a special procedure we call the “Dev-
il’s Advocate Test”: All proposals were debated and challenged in an on-
line discussion open to anybody who wanted to discuss with the authors. 
The online debates were made available to the authors in summarized 
and analysed form as an input to take on board in composing their final 
essays. Readers who want to check how the philosophers coped with 
those objections can do so by visiting  the online-debate – there is a 
link to the discussion at the end of every essay. For a brief overview we 
have assembled the most poignant objections at the end of every article. 

For this “Devil’s Advocate Test”, we have used the online forum “Change 
My View”. Change my View distinguishes itself by its established culture 
of reasoned debate, and a system to reward participants who convince 
others to change their mind. For the overview at the end of each text, we 
have structured comments from the online discussion in the categories 
feasibility, the use, and the risk of any proposal. 

The result is more than a collection of philosophical essays on the future 
of the European Union. You find a selection of comments in the appen-
dix to every essay. There also is a link and QR-tag to the complete dis-
cussion. The link takes you also to research on how the author’s propos-
al relates to what is actually happening in European politics, including 
ongoing political and legislative initiatives. Most importantly, authors 
reflected on the online debates before writing their article for the vol-
ume. As a result, you will see many challenges from the online debate 
referenced in the articles. 
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Philippe Van Parijs 

The Euro-Dividend

Proposal 

The EU should pay a modest basic  income 
to every legal resident of the European 
Union or the eurozone, financed by the 
value added tax.   

Motivation 

A Euro-Dividend, used as a transfer 
scheme, would help to buffer asym-
metries between EU countries.  

The Euro-Dividend thus employed 
would disincentivise residents of poorer 
countries from migrating. Also, the Eu-
ro-Dividend would help the EU’s nations 
to cope with the pressure put upon their 
welfare systems by the free movement 
of capital, human capital, goods, and 
 services across borders. Finally, the 
Euro-Dividend would demonstrate the 
benefits of EU membership to all its 
citizens.
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riticising is easy, and our imperfect European Union is a de-
serving target. Making concrete proposals for improvements is 
a lot harder. Here is one that is simple and radical, yet – as I 
shall argue – both reasonable and urgent.

What I propose is a Euro-Dividend. It consists in paying a modest basic 
income to every legal resident of the European Union or at least of the 
subset of member states that either have adopted the euro or are commit-
ted to doing so once the relevant conditions are met. The idea is to provide 
each resident with a universal and unconditional income floor that can be 
supplemented at will by labour income, capital income, and social bene-
fits. The level can vary from country to country to track the cost of living. 
It can also be lower for the young and higher for the elderly. 

A dividend generally refers to the part of the profits of an enterprise that 
gets distributed among its owners. The Euro-Dividend can be under-
stood as the distribution of part of the gains from European economic 
integration among the entire population. I suggest financing my pro-
posal with the value added tax. To fund a Euro-Dividend averaging 200 
euros per month for all EU residents, one needs to tax the EU’s harmo-
nised VAT base at a rate of about 20 percent, which amounts to close to 
10 percent of the EU’s GDP.

Europe’s difference from the US calls for a Euro-Dividend

These are hefty numbers. Why, then, do we need an unprecedented 
scheme of such magnitude? I will provide four reasons, the most urgent 
of which is the ongoing crisis in the eurozone. Why is it that the US has 
been managing for centuries with a single currency despite the diversity 

C
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of its states and their divergent economic fates, whereas the eurozone 
teetered on the brink of collapse after just one decade? Why has the US 
left the damage of the financial crisis largely behind it, while Europe 
still suffers from it? Economists from Milton Friedman to Amartya Sen 
have kept warning us: European States, before adopting the euro, could 
use exchange rate adjustment as a safety valve to release the pressures 
of diverging shocks or trends. Europe, however, lacks the two buffering 
mechanisms that serve within the US as powerful substitutes for this 
safety valve. 

One of them is interstate migration. The proportion of US residents who 
move to another state in any given period is about six times higher than 
the proportion of EU residents who move to another member state. Eu-
ropeans may become somewhat more mobile with each generation. But 
our entrenched linguistic diversity imposes rather strict limits on how 
far we can expect — or, indeed, hope — to amplify this first mechanism. 
Athens’ unemployed will never migrate as smoothly to Munich as De-
troit’s to Austin. 

The dollar zone’s second powerful buffering mechanism consists of au-
tomatic interstate transfers. This is essentially achieved through social 
benefits largely organised and funded at the federal level. As a result of 
both buffers, Michigan or Missouri could never sink into a Greece-like 
downward spiral if they suffer economically. Not only is their unem-
ployment tempered by emigration. In addition, owing to shrinking tax 
liabilities and swelling benefit payments, a growing part of their social 
expenditures is de facto funded by the rest of the country. Estimates 
of the extent of this automatic compensation vary between 20 and 40 
percent, depending on the methodology used. In the EU, by contrast, 
the dampening of a member state’s downturn through adjustments of 
net transfers across states amounts to less than 1 percent. Given the 
reluctance to both emigrate and to receive immigrants, the potential of 
the migration mechanism is poor. This, in turn, only strengthens the 
argument that the eurozone cannot afford to neglect the mechanism of 
interstate transfer payment. What form should it take? In theory, one 
can think of an EU-wide mega welfare state. However, even the few who 
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believe it to be desirable have to admit that it is unlikely to ever come 
about given the great diversity of existing national welfare states and 
the extent to which European citizens are understandably attached to 
them. What is required is something more modest, far rougher, more 
lump-sum. If it is to be viable, our monetary union needs to equip itself 
with a number of new tools. One of them is a buffering mechanism for 
economic imbalances that can only be something like a Euro-Dividend.  

Europe’s diversity calls for a Euro-Dividend

The second reason why we need such a transnational transfer scheme 
applies to the EU as a whole, not only the eurozone. The linguistic and 
cultural diversity of the European continent does not only make interstate 
migration costlier and therefore less likely for the individuals involved. 
It also reduces the benefits and increases the costs for the communities 
involved. Integration into the new environment, both economic and so-
cial, takes more time, requires more administrative and educational re-
sources, and creates more lasting tensions than is the case with interstate 
migration in the US. Migrants from not only poorer, but linguistically 
and culturally different countries flocking into the more affluent metro-
politan areas can create a feeling of invasion among the local population. 
Denouncing such reactions as racism does not make them any less real 
and potentially dangerous. They feed the drive to reinstate thick bounda-
ries and repudiate both free movement and non-discrimination. Fast mi-
gration of large numbers of people also undermines the social fabric and 
economic prospects of their homelands. There is a much less disruptive 
alternative, however: Organise systematic transfers from the centre to 
the periphery. People will no longer need to be uprooted and driven away 
from their relatives and communities by the sheer need to make a living. 
Instead, populations will be sufficiently stabilised to both make immi-
gration more digestible in the magnet areas and to stop emigration being 
badly debilitating in the peripheral areas. If it is to be politically sustaina-
ble and socio-economically efficient, a European Union with free internal 
migration must introduce something along the lines of a Euro-Dividend.



17

Philippe Van Parijs: The Euro-Dividend

The four freedoms of the EU’s single market call for a Euro-Dividend

Third and most fundamentally, the free movement of capital, people, 
goods, and services across the borders of EU member states erodes the 
capacity of each of these states to perform the redistributive tasks they 
discharged reasonably well in the past. Member states are no longer 
sovereign states able to democratically set their priorities and to realise 
solidarity among their citizens. Free movement without some interstate 
transfer system to buffer economic imbalances forces the EU’s states 
to behave more and more as if they were firms: obsessed by their com-
petitiveness, anxious to hold onto or build more financial and human 
capital, eager to eradicate any social expenditure that cannot be sold 
as an investment, and keen to phase out any scheme likely to attract 
welfare tourists and other unproductive folk. It is no longer democracy 
that imposes its rules on markets and uses them for its purposes. It 
is the single market that imposes its laws on democracies and forces 
them to give competitiveness top priority. If our diverse ways of organ-
ising social solidarity are to be saved from the grip of fiscal and social 
competition, part of it must be lifted to a higher level. The power and 
diversity of our welfare states will not survive the murderous pressure 
of competitiveness unless the united European market operates against 
the background of something like a Euro-Dividend.

The EU’s defective legitimacy calls for a Euro-Dividend

Finally, the European Union will only function – and, indeed, survive – in 
all its dimensions if the EU’s citizens regard its decisions as legitimate, 
so that both national governments and citizens will not feel entitled to 
circumvent them in all sorts of ways. One important aspect of legitimacy 
is whether citizens perceive very tangibly that the Union does something 
for them – that is, for all of them, not only for the elites, for the movers, 
for those who are in a position to seize the new opportunities, but also 
for the underdogs, for those left out, for the stay-at-homes. Bismarck 
helped cement the shaky legitimacy of his unified Germany by creating 
the world’s first public pension system. If the Union is to be more in peo-
ple’s eyes than a heartless bureaucracy, if it is to be perceived as a caring 



239

The Twelve Stars Initiative

The Twelve Stars Initiative

Twelve Stars is an initiative to create a constructive dialogue about the Euro-

pean Union. The motivation behind Twelve Stars is that philosophical think-

ing and argumentation can help to identify common ground in controversial 

debates about European politics. 

Here is the Twelve Stars team: 

Marco Meyer. Leverhulme Early Career Fellow at the University of York. 

Specialises in the political philosophy of economic institutions and applied 

epistemology. 

Joachim Helfer. Novelist and essayist. Published broadly on culture and poli-

tics in German periodicals. Translator of English academic texts into German, 

line editor, and teacher of literary prose.

Ralf Grötker. Realised Debattenprofis (with faz.net, telepolis, Freitag.de.)  

in 2012/13: A platform for collaborative research and decision-making.  

Ph.D. in philosophy from Freie Universität, Berlin.

Matthew Braham. Professor of Practical Philosophy, Universität Hamburg. 

Ph.D. in economics and specialises in research at the intersection of philoso-

phy, politics, and economics.

Annalena Rehkämper. M.Sc. Global Governance and Ethics University 

 College London, M.Sc. student in Politics, Economics and Philosophy at the 

University of Hamburg. Co-founder of Projekt Denkende Gesellschaft eV.

Stefanie Lenk. Post-doctoral researcher at the University of Bern in art 

 history and a curator. She specialises in the role of art in medieval Christian 

religion.




