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HILE THE UNITED
States and Europe
share much in com-

mon, they also exhibit basic dif-
ferences, an ‘American Way’ and
a ‘European Way, that are
diverging and had been leading
to frequent clashes even before
the UN. rift over Iraq. In a glob-
alised capitalist world, where
all nations are seeking models
of development that allow ‘life,
liberty and the pursuit of happi-
ness’ for its people, this clash
within the West is every bit as
elemental as the clash with
Arab-Islam because it is multi-
dimensional — economic, politi-
cal, social, and international in
scope. Few in the world wish to
emulate the Arab-Muslim way,’
which is synonymous with
poverty, authoritarianism, and
religious intolerance, but all
nations, even Muslim nations,
desire the wealth of the United
States and Europe. Thus, this
clash between the American
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Way and the European Way is
about the future direction over
the best development model for
the world.

With American politics
engulfed in recent years by a
free-wheeling, free market,
Texas-style economic funda-
mentalism that has led to
increases in inequality and eco-
nomic insecurity for many
Americans, Europe has emerged
more and more as what British
author Will Hutton has called
an international countervailing
force — a mainstay of ‘social cap-
italism,’ that has tried to har-
ness capitalism's extraordinary
ability to create wealth so that it
better supports families and
workers, and creates a more
broadly shared prosperity and
economic security.

In addition, while America
remains locked into a foreign
policy determined by the oil
chieftains in the White House
and their increasingly desperate
bids to acquire oil, Europe has
taken the lead in trying to figure
out how mass societies can deal
with global climate change,
develop alternative energies and
reduce their ecological foot-
print. Europe also has intro-
duced a new type of leadership
for a global superpower, one
based less on militaristic bluster
and more on economic net-
works and multilateral institu-



tions that foster development
for poorer countries and securi-
ty for the world.

When you bundle all this
together, what it adds up to are
two distinct versions of
advanced political economies,
which in turn are creating two
diverging types of post-industri-
al mass societies. While it’s pos-
sible to stress what Europe and
America have in common, in
other ways what the world is
witnessing is akin to two sepa-
rately evolving lines of
hominids which, while they
appear at the moment to look
similar, upon closer inspection
have branched off into different
habits, behaviours, colorations,
reactions, and social organisa-
tion, and are leaving tracks that
are strongly diverging. It
behoves us to approach this
divergence a bit anthropologi-
cally, just as the Leakey’s
approached their endeavours in
Olduvai Gorge, so that we can
better understand not only the
present circumstances but our
future trajectory.

The American Way versus the
European Way

By many estimates the United
States, despite being the world's
lone remaining superpower, is
more unequal than at any time
since the Great Depression.
Indeed, it's the most unequal
society in the advanced demo-
cratic world today, with that
inequality having glaring
racial/ethnic, age, and gender
dimensions. The poverty rate
has increased to 37 million peo-
ple (13 percent of the popula-
tion)', child poverty is nearly 22
percent and elderly poverty
nearly 25 percent, the highest
by far in the Western world
with the exceptions of Russia

and Mexico.? Despite being the
richest individual nation on the
planet, the US suffers from
higher rates of poverty, home-
lessness, infant mortality, lower
life expectancy, homicide, and
HIV infection than other
advanced democracies. It
spends more per student on K-
12 education than almost all
other modern democracies, yet
its students perform near the
bottom on international tests.
American analyst Ted Halstead
has written, ‘Our performance
on many social indicators is so
poor, that an outsider looking at
these numbers alone might con-
clude that we were a developing
nation.’

European nations, on the
other hand, score at the top on
all these social and health indi-
cators, and it’s no secret why:
even with recent cutbacks,
Europeans still enjoy universal
health care for all, generous
retirement pensions, an average
of five weeks paid vacation,
more holidays, paid sick leave,
paid parental leave, affordable
childcare, low-cost higher edu-
cation, and a shorter work week
with comparable wages for their
workers. Social spending in
Europe runs some 50 percent
above that in the United States.
European health and safety laws
are geared more toward helping
workers and communities
instead of protecting the bottom
line of corporations; its environ-
mental laws aim to preserve air
and water instead of defining
the ‘acceptable levels’ of corpo-
rate transgression, like the Bush
Administration’s Kafkaesque
episode over allowable arsenic
levels in public drinking water.

The typical knock against
Europe has been that these lev-
els of support for workers, fam-
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ilies, communities and the
environment have an unfortu-
nate downside: they allegedly
have made the European
economies ‘sclerotic,” likened
to a sick old man. However,
this has turned out to be an
unsubstantiated stereotype, in
reality the European economies
have flourished. Between 2000
and 2005, when Europe sup-
posedly was going downhill, it
turns out the 15 original
nations of the EU saw per capi-
ta economic growth rates equal
to the United States (surpassing
the US in late 2006), added
jobs at a faster rate,® had a
much lower budget deficit, and
now Europe is posting higher
productivity growth than
America* and a $3 billion trade
surplus. In late 2007, the EU
overtook the US as China's
largest trading partner, and in
recent years it has been an
investment magnet with stock
market returns outperforming
those in the US® The United
States, meanwhile, teeters on
the edge of recession, strug-
gling with declining productiv-
ity growth, a sagging housing
market and a staggering trade
deficit that has leading econo-
mists worried.

With only 7 percent of the
population, the European Union
engine produces nearly 30% of
the world’s economy, a gargan-
tuan-sized commercial cross-
roads of approximately $15.2
trillion GDP, the largest econo-
my in the world. If we add in
the affiliated nations of Norway,
Switzerland and Turkey, that
brings the ‘EU Plus’ to over $16
trillion, a third of the world’s
economy.® The United States
has a smaller economy, $13.9
trillion GDP, or 27 percent of the
world, Japan is smaller still



with 9 percent of the world’s
economy, and despite all the
hype, China is still an economic
dwarf, accounting for less than
6 percent of the world’s econo-
my. Europe’s economy hardly
sounds like one that is ‘sclerot-
ic’ or a ‘sick old man.”
Europeans have harnessed
their economic engine to create
wealth that is broadly distrib-
uted. Properly understood,
Europe's economy and social
system are two halves of a well-
designed ‘social capitalism’ — an
ingenious framework in which
the economy finances the social
system to support families and
employees in an age of glob-
alised capitalism that threatens
to turn us all into international-
ly disposable workers. In that
sense, Europe is more of a
‘workfare state’ than a welfare
state, as it has been derided in
America. Even the continent's
conservative political leaders
agree that this is the best way.
That is the European consensus,
and it is fundamentally different
from the American consensus.
This divergence between the
American and European con-
sensus is not a mere coinci-
dence. It is a direct result of
basic differences in key politi-
cal, economic and
media/communication institu-
tions and infrastructure that
have been quietly incubating

and developing in the post-
World War II period. Taken
together these differences in
‘fulcrum institutions’ — the cru-
cial institutions on which every-
thing else pivots — are the keys
to understanding the striking
divergence between the
European way and the
American way.

Representative Democracy,
Version 2.0
Fulcrum #1: Political institutions.
Any visitor to the German
Bundestag during parliamentary
proceedings can see there are
several aisles and five to six sec-
tions, in each one sitting a dif-
ferent political party. But when
you visit the chamber of the US
House of Representatives, it is
plain to see that there are two
sides in that chamber, a left and
a right — Democrats on one side,
Republicans on the other — with
an aisle, a dividing line, down
the middle. The American peo-
ple, with its vast array of ethnic-
ities, religions, languages, geo-
graphic regions, political
philosophies, websites, jazzy
urban centres and climate
zones, is dazzlingly diverse, but
with only two electoral choices,
the free marketplace apparently
has spread everywhere except to
America’s politics.

The US House of
Representatives, called The
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People’s House, unfortunately
doesn’t look very much like
‘the people.” Those filling the
chairs are 83 percent white and
84 percent male in a country
that is 70 percent white and
majority female. There are also
a lot of lawyers and business-
men filling the seats, about
three-fourths of the House
membership, and a plurality of
millionaires.® The United States
Senate is even worse in that
regard, of 100 Senators there
are only six Hispanics, blacks
or Asian Americans, 16
women, and even greater
income disparities between the
Senators and their voters. A
famous 19th-century aphorism
said, ‘It is harder for a poor
man to enter the United States
Senate than for a rich man to
enter Heaven,” and things hard-
ly seem different today.

But in the Bundestag there are
five political parties represented
today, a broad spectrum of pub-
lic opinion occupying the chairs
of the national legislature. In
addition, 32% of Germany's
national representatives are
women, including the first ever
female head of government,
Chancellor Angela Merkel.
There even have been a few 20-
somethings elected to the parlia-
ment in Germany, as well as
other European governments,
but nothing like that ever occurs
in the US. The average age of
representatives in Germany’s
Bundestag is 49 years old, com-
pared to 57 in the US.°

It is pretty hard for a nation,
especially one as diverse as
America, to reach a consensus
on the pressing issues of our
times when so much of the
nation is not seated at the table
of political power. The compre-
hensive social supports for fam-



ilies and workers available in
European democracies, as well
as the proactive policies enacted
to tackle global climate change,
hardly even receive a debate in
the US Congress. In the run-up
to the Iraq invasion in early
2003, there was no anti-war
party or even one casting a dis-
cerning eye on the manipulated
evidence put forward by the
Bush administration. Without a
multiparty democracy where all
significant points of view are
represented, political debate in
the US has become stunted and
constrained along increasingly
narrow lines in which the best
interests of the American people
are not well-represented.

So the presence of a multipar-
ty democracy is crucial. Why,
then, does Europe enjoy multi-
party democracy while America
does not? The answer is simple:
Europe uses more modern politi-
cal institutions than the US,
including proportional represen-
tation electoral systems, public
financing of campaigns, free
media time for candidates and
parties, and robust public broad-
casting. The United States has
none of these, relying instead on
political institutions that for the
most part are still rooted in their
18th century origins.

For example, the US contin-
ues to be one of the last remain-
ing advanced democracies to
use a geographic-based electoral
system which elects representa-
tives one district seat at a time.
In the modern era, this ‘winner-
take-all’ system, as it is called,
has produced a stark landscape
of legislative districts that are
little more than one-party fief-
doms. Typically three-fourths of
US House races are won by lop-
sided landslide margins, and
over 90 percent by non-compet-

itive 10 point margins. State leg-
islatures are even worse. The
winner-take-all system turns
whole regions and even entire
states into one — party fiefdoms
where one side wins and all
other points of view go unrepre-
sented — that's why it is called
‘winner-take-all.” The fact is,
most American voters do not
even need to show up on elec-
tion day, they have been ren-
dered superfluous, and it's not
due to partisan redistricting or
campaign finance inequities, the
usual reasons cited. New
research shows that in most
states partisan residential pat-
terns are even more influential
in deciding election outcomes.
Liberals and conservatives are
living in their own demographic
clusters, i.e. liberals dominating
in cities and conservatives in
rural areas and many suburbs,
and most districts are branded
either Republican red or
Democratic blue before the par-
tisan line drawers sit down at
their computers and draw their
squiggly lines. There is little
that independent redistricting
commissions can do to change
this, due to the partisan demo-
graphics and regional balkanisa-
tion. It is a by-product of where
people live, demography has
become destiny.

Given America’s winner-take-
all politics, multiparty democra-
cy is impossible, and that has
additional repercussions. It is
hardly surprising that voter
turnout in the US is one of the
lowest in the world among
established democracies, since
for the tens of millions of
orphaned voters living in balka-
nised regions and lopsided dis-
tricts, there is literally nothing
to vote for. Only 41 percent of
eligible adults voted in the 2006
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congressional elections, and
barely a majority in the 2000
presidential election that elect-
ed George W. Bush.” Currently
voter turnout in the United
States is 139th in the world,
trailing Uganda and Morocco in
the world’s rankings."

But it is not just elections to
the US Congress that are hurting
American democracy. US presi-
dential elections suffer from sim-
ilar problems as the House and
Senate — a geographic based sys-
tem with a stark lack of competi-
tion in nearly all states, as well
as regional balkanisation. As we
saw in 2000 and 2004, this has
produced a presidential election
decided by small swathes of
undecided swing voters in a
handful of battleground states,
notoriously led by Florida and
Ohio. The vast majority of voters
lives in locked-up states and
experiences the presidential elec-
tion as spectators watching a
football game from the 142nd
row bleachers. What is supposed
to be the premier ‘national’ elec-
tion is anything but. In reality,
whichever candidate can fool a
small minority of swing voters in
just a handful of swing states
with bumper sticker slogans like
‘compassionate conservative’ or
‘New Democrat’ the last week of
the campaign wins the presiden-
cy, a process New York Times
critic Frank Rich has accurately
called ‘survival of the fakest.”?

Differential treatment based
on where one lives is a recur-
ring theme in America’s 18th
century political system. Both
the Senate and Electoral College
are structured to give low-popu-
lation, predominantly rural
states more representation per
capita than higher population
states. Political scientists Francis
Lee and Bruce Oppenheimer



have shown that giving two
Senators to each state, regard-
less of population, has had the
effect of disproportionately
favouring the low-population
states when it comes to repre-
sentation, policy, federal spend-
ing, even leadership positions
in the Senate.”® And because
these states tend to be the most
conservative in the country that
representation quota has over-
represented the Republican
Party in the Senate in most elec-
tions since 1958." This ‘repre-
sentation subsidy’ for low popu-
lation, conservative states goes a
long way toward explaining
why America has fallen behind
Europe in so many categories. It
is like having a foot race where
one side starts 20 yards ahead
of the other. In America’s win-
ner-take-all system, where one
side wins and all other sides
lose with little attempt at
achieving consensus, conserva-
tive politics has been able to
win an undeserved and dispro-
portionate share of power, and
lead America in directions that
are unsupported by a majority
of Americans.

In Europe, on the other hand,
proportional representation elec-
toral systems have produced
more electoral competition,
higher participation rates and
more responsive governments.
Political parties from across the
political spectrum are able to
compete for voters’ sympathies
and to win their proportionate
share of seats in the legislatures.
Under PR, as it is sometimes
called, a political party receiving
10% of the popular vote wins
10% of the legislative seats,
instead of nothing; and another
political party winning 60% of
the vote wins 60% of the seats,
instead of everything."

Representatives are elected by
multi-seat districts instead of
one-seat districts, where conser-
vatives can win seats in the lib-
eral/progressive areas and liber-
als/progressives can win repre-
sentation in conservative areas,
drastically reducing regional
balkanisation. Minor parties and
independent candidates can win
their fair share of representation
too. They function as the ‘labo-
ratories for new ideas,” and their
participation allows a dynamic
conversation between the domi-
nant mainstream parties and the
junior parties, between the cen-
tre and the flanks of the political
spectrum. More voters actually
have something to vote for, and
it is no surprise that Europe’s
multiparty democracies lead the
world in voter turnout.’ A much
fuller marketplace of political
choices in turn have fostered
more spirited debate of major
issues and increased voter
engagement to a degree that has
been impossible in the United
States, with its two-party duop-
oly and regional balkanisation.
Besides the widespread use of
proportional representation,
European democracies foster
multiparty democracy in other
ways. In the 18th century,
Thomas Jefferson wrote,
‘Whenever the people are well-
informed, they can be trusted
with their own government,’
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and things are hardly different
today. Three types of communi-
cation infrastructure are neces-
sary in the modern age to foster
a vigorous democracy: public
financing of campaigns, free
media time for candidates, and
a robust public broadcasting
sector that acts as a counter-
weight to the profit-driven cor-
porate media. Of alarming note,
the United States has none of
these to speak of, Europe has a
cornucopia of all three.

Europe gives free air time to
parties and candidates and
awards publicly funded cam-
paign financing to all political
parties that achieve a minimum
threshold of the vote, typically
1% or so. Giving public money
to a party, especially one with
so few votes, is alien to the
American way of thinking. But
Europe endeavours to encourage
political debate and discussion
of ideas as part of its consensus-
seeking process, while in the
US the Democrats and
Republicans have a duopoly
that they wish to preserve.
Public financing helps open up
the playing field by providing
all candidates and parties with
sufficient resources to commu-
nicate with voters, and this in
turn foments real campaign
debate, giving voters enough
information to make a good
decision in the voter’s booth.



Fulcrum #2: Media/ communica-
tion institutions. The various
media institutions in Europe also
differ substantially from those in
the United States, with dramatic
consequences. In the absence of
public financing or free air time,
running for higher office in the
US is extremely expensive and
the corporate media has become
an arbiter of candidates’ viability.
But in Europe, more politically
diverse media and communica-
tion outlets have fostered a plu-
ralism of public opinion, debate,
and analysis that has implanted
itself not only in campaigns and
in the legislatures, but also in
the general news reportage
between elections. Europe enjoys
the benefits of more robust pub-
lic television and radio net-
works, as well as numerous daily
newspapers with editorial slants
from the right to the left to the
centre. Many newspapers are
subsidised by the government or
receive special postal rates,
while the public broadcasting is
much more generously funded to
the tune of $50-90 per capita in
Sweden, Germany and Britain.
In the US, public broadcasting
receives about three dollars per
capita, a pathetic pittance in
comparison.’

Nearly as important as the
level of funding is the mecha-
nism of public funding. In the
US, public broadcasting has been
funded by budget allocations
from a hostile rightwing Congress
and donations from corporations.
Its survival — and therefore its
journalistic independence — has
been in doubt. But public broad-
casting in Europe usually is
funded by mandatory public sub-
scription fees where all house-
holds are required to pay a
monthly amount of approximate-
ly $15, about $170 per year,

much like subscribing to cable
TV in the United States (but a lot
cheaper). This gives public
broadcasting its own funding
base that is greatly independent
of the government's mood swings
and attention deficits, as well as
of the bottom line considerations
of the profit-driven corporate
media.

When it comes to penetration
of the internet and high-speed
broadband availability, Europe
as well as Japan is way ahead of
the US. As recent as 2001
America led the world, but now
it is ranked 21st in digital oppor-
tunity, just behind formerly
communist Estonia.” Europe’s
high speed connections are less
expensive and lightning fast
compared to those of the US,*
which consequently also is lag-
ging in high speed internet
applications, such as streaming
video and Internet TV.?' In an
Information Age, where an
informed citizenry is enhanced
by its access to the democratis-
ing aspects of the internet,
Europe is leading the way while
the US has fallen behind.

Taken together, these media
and communications institu-
tions, combined with public
financing, free air time for cam-
paigns and proportional voting,
contribute to a greater degree of
what political scientist Henry
Milner has called ‘civic literacy’
— more citizens who are
informed and conversant in the
issues of the day.” Various stud-
ies have demonstrated that the
peoples of Europe are the most
educated and informed in the
world, not only about their own
domestic politics but also about
international affairs. Americans,
on the other hand, consistently
perform near the bottom of
these measurements. America’s
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media deficit was never more
apparent than during the
months-long build up to the
2003 Iraq invasion. New York
Times columnist Paul Krugman
commented that ‘[Europeans
and Americans] have different
views partly because we see dif-
ferent news. At least compared
with their foreign counterparts,
the ‘liberal’ U.S. media are strik-
ingly conservative — and in this
case hawkish.’?

So Europe's multiparty
democracies clearly outshine
America's two party duopoly
when it comes to representa-
tion, more robust political dis-
course and greater media plural-
ism leading to a better informed
populace, but that’s not all.
Research by political scientists
Arend Lijphart, John Huber, G.
Bingham Powell and others
have demonstrated that
Europe’s multiparty democra-
cies produce legislative policy
that is more responsive to the
desires of their populaces than
winner-take-all systems.
Lijphart reviewed performances
of 36 countries, classifying them
into ‘majoritarian’ and ‘consen-
sus’ democracies, proxies for
proportional and winner-take-all
democracies respectively. He
concluded ‘the consensual
democracies clearly outperform
the majoritarian democracies
with regard to the quality of the
democracy and democratic rep-
resentation;’ they also are more
likely to have enacted compre-
hensive social programs, have a
better record on the environ-
ment, on macroeconomic man-
agement, on controlling vio-
lence, put fewer people in
prison, are less likely to use the
death penalty and are more gen-
erous with their assistance to
developing nations.?



Fulcrum #3: Economic institu-
tions. With a more democratic
and representative politics, it is
no surprise that Europe’s eco-
nomic engine would be better
harnessed to produce wealth
that is broadly shared. Political
democracy has translated more
directly into economic democra-
cy, and that is reflected in peo-
ple’s attitudes, even that of
Europe’s business class,” and
has been injected into the asso-
ciated fulcrum economic insti-
tutions. The most notable exam-
ple is German Mitbestimmung
(worker codetermination),
which is the most democratic
corporate structure ever
devised. This framework
includes supervisory boards
(Aufsichtsrat) where elected
worker representatives sit side-
by-side as equal decision mak-
ers with stockholder representa-
tives on corporate boards of
directors. Works councils
(Betriebsrat) in every workplace
give workers a great deal of
input at the shop floor level.
Codetermination obliges man-
agers and executives to confer
extensively with employees and
unions about health and safety
standards, wages, bonuses,
introduction of new technology,
layoffs, and generally gives
workers a say in their work-
place far beyond what any
workers in the US can imagine.
These institutions reflect
German communitarian values
much the way that highly paid
US corporate executives and
heavily upside-down pyramid
salary structures reflect the
American value of individual-
ism. Sweden and most other
European nations, even Britain,
have adopted some degree of
co-determination, while the US
has nothing comparable.

These three fulcrum institu-
tions — political, media/ commu-
nication and economic — taken
together, work coherently to
form the basis of a political
economy that distinguishes the
European Way from the
American Way. Without a thor-
ough grounding in the under-
standing of these basic institu-
tions, you cannot possibly com-
prehend the current divergences
between Europe and America,
nor their future direction.
Basically, it comes down to
democracy, both political and
economic, and whether the
overall system is geared towards
equality and pluralism in all
facets, or whether the democra-
cy is stunted. It is easy to see
how Russia's democracy has
regressed in recent years under
Putin’s authoritarian tendencies,
but it has been more difficult to
recognise how American
democracy is backward and
unfit for the challenges of the
21st century.

Simply put, America has the
wrong fulcrum institutions.
Ironically, the land of ‘We, the
People’ still does not trust the
people all that much. And
Americans’ aging fulcrum insti-
tutions elect governments that
fail to produce policy supported
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by a majority of Americans.
Judging by the positions of the
Democratic candidates for presi-
dent and the timidity of the
Democratic-controlled Congress,
this seems unlikely to change
much, even in a Democratic
administration.

Consequently, the advances of
the 21st century in political, eco-
nomic, media and social organi-
sation will continue to take place
in Europe, not America. If we are
to survive the 21st century,
Europe must step up to the task
of global leadership, and part of
that process must involve spot-
lighting its fulcrum institutions —
political, media and economic —
as the basis for a new ‘social cap-
italist’ development model that
offers much hope to the world.



The differences in the fulcrum institutions of the European way and the American way can be summarised as follows:

Political

Media

Economic

Us

winner-take-all electoral systems

privately financed elections

corporate media limiting debate

two party system

poll-driven, sound bite political campaigns
restricted, voter-initiated registration
voting in the middle of busy work day
lousy voting equipment, esp. in poor areas
decentralised election administration

U.S. Senate, Electoral College give
advantage to low-population

conservative states

mistrust of democracy

deliberative democracy, Question Time
foreign policy based on realpolitik and
military might

unilateralism

corporate media gatekeepers
loss of political ideas

media monopolies

poorly informed citizenry
low level of ‘civic literacy’

fewer people read newspapers

individualist values

hierarchical structures

of directors and works councils

stockholder rights

adversarial between labour and management
highly centralised Federal Reserve Bank

lab or and enviro laws vary by state

corporate-driven free trade pacts

EU/Europe

proportional representation electoral systems
publicly financed elections

robust public TV and radio fostering debate
multiparty system

more debate and discussion of issues
universal voter registration

voting on a holiday or weekend

modern election administration

national election commissions & standards
upper chambers have less power,

less advantage for low-population regions

more trusting in democracy — Children’s Parliaments

foreign policy more humanitarian and network-based

multilateralism

robust public broadcasting (radio & TV)
political pluralism — promotion of ideas
subsidised, diverse daily newspapers
better-informed citizenry

high level of ‘civic literacy’

more people read newspapers

communitarian values

worker codetermination on corporate boards

balance of stockholder & stakeholder rights
labour and management confer more extensively
more decentralised central bank

EU-wide minimum labour & enviro standards

national referendums on joining EU & Euro
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regarded poverty as the econom-
ic consequences of workers find-
ing themselves mired in declining
industries.



