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If we look at the past seventy years of European history, the integration of European economies in a continent-wide single market is an astonishing accomplishment, one that could have hardly been predicted at the end of WWII. Yet, in this book Jonathon Moses prompts us to reflect critically on this achievement, to interpret it not only as a history of success and economic flourishing, but also as a source of injustice. The book’s focus is on European labour markets: Moses’s economic and political analyses show that the costs associated with integrating labour markets in Europe are huge and disproportionately borne by workers. This is a serious injustice, Moses argues, and it should be recognized as such. Moses’s empirical claims ground (quite radical) normative conclusions concerning the kind of labour markets we should want for Europe. A key insight of the book is that, if we want markets to serve people’s interests, we should be wary of integrating national labour markets into a single European-wide market for labour. The book argues that, whilst we should keep the free movement of persons in Europe unabridged, we should also prioritise protecting local (e.g. national) labour markets – especially during periods of economic downturns – and finding effective tools for stabilizing them. Healthy local labour markets will allow workers to find jobs near where they have their social and family ties, rather than forcing them to migrate in search of employment. 

Let me briefly outline Moses’ main arguments. The book starts with a pretty grim exposition of the failed promises of market integration: unemployment rates in Europe remain worryngly high, and wage differences between EU countries are considerable (e.g. between wages in Germany and Romania). In a context in which barriers to free movement have been removed, on average labour mobility is low (only around 3% of Europeans live abroad) (ch. 1). This is partly explained by the fact that labour markets are sui generis, since labour is unlike other commodities (ch. 2). Labour markets encompass protections for workers, and workers do not move as easily as commodities where they are most needed (from economically depressed areas to flourishing ones). It takes a toll on workers to migrate far away from family ties and social connections. So, an integrated labour market that does not protect local labour markets and job opportunities near home will neglect the needs of workers (ch. 2-3). Given its intricate and diverse history, Europe has a variety of local labour markets with their own stablisation needs (ch. 5). Yet, in the hope of greater economic gains  (in fact, so unequally redistributed) the current situation in the Eurozone is one in which member states have been deprived of key tools to stabilize their local labour markets: e.g. they can no longer rely on the tool of devaluating the national currency. And they are subject to strict fiscal rules concerning budget deficits and public debts, which prevent them from taking anti-cyclical measures during periods of economic hardship (ch. 6). All this in a context in which, at the federal level, stablisation mechanisms are slow to emerge: the EU budget remains too small to function as an effective stabilization tool (ch. 7). Given this bleak picture, Moses presents us with two broad possible ways forward. The more radical one, informed by his theory of an optimum labour area (ch. 3), involves measures like exiting the common currency and allowing the member states more fiscal and budgetary autonomy. The more realistic one – given the advanced state of European integration – involves redistributive and pre-distributive mechanisms at the EU-level: e.g. increasing the EU budget to fund welfare programmes and introducing an EU tax on capital (ch. 10).  

Moses’s book if full of interesting insights and develops a theory of an optimum labour area that I cannot detail here (ch. 3). I wish to conclude by mentioning an important question that is prompted by the book and that is seldomly discussed by political philosophers: does justice require to protect people’s interest in working near where they have their social and family ties? Is such an interest sufficiently weighty to ground a duty of multinational institutions like the EU to prioritise the stabilization of local labour markets (over maximizing economic growth)? Moses shows us the relevance of addressing this question in the context of the EU. With his punchy style of writing Moses warns us to reflect on the downsides of integrating European labour markets. Even if one may think that Moses’s book is somewhat imbalanced towards emphasizing mainly the dark side of European integration, the book exemplifies the kind of critical analysis we badly need to advance our understanding of social justice for the European Union. Everyone who has an interest in this topic should read this book. 
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