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The current Euro-crisis cannot be understood only through economic and financial terms. This is already visible 
through the prevalence of non-economic arguments in the debate about Europe, such as culturalism, nationalism and 
calls for national sovereignty. The way that the crisis is narrativized is essential in order to understand the way the 
crisis is perceived but also to understand how this perception can influence public opinion or political decision-making. 
In this paper, two existing narratives, one focusing on blame and the other focusing on solidarity, will be presented, 
arguing that in spite of their differences both see economic purposes as a goal and even when they stress values such 
as solidarity these are seen as a means to this goal. After this a third narrative will be proposed, one that is based on 
Marcel Mauss’s ‘gift-theory’. This theory can provide a critique for the basic principles of the contemporary capitalist 
world economy, in particular those of utilitarianism and relativism or the absence of values in economic thinking. 
Instead of looking for short-term causes and solutions this narrative emphasizes the need to re-think the foundations of 
our economic way of thinking and the necessity of (re-)introducing values into this, making economic purposes into an 
end and not a means. Only by doing this, mainly through education and institutional changes, can we create a more 
sustainable system that is less prone to crises. 
 
 

1. Introduction 

 
Practically all current literature on the European Union is written in light of what can be called the ‘Euro-crisis’. 

This crisis, which followed the international credit crisis that started around 2008, can be summed up as a “sovereign 
debt crisis.”1It has had an enormous impact on the European Union, both on the way it is perceived and on the role 
that it plays in Europe and in the world. For a long time, the EU was considered a success story, with the introduction 
of the single currency, the Euro, as a crowning achievement. However, especially since the Euro-crisis, anti-EU and 
EU-sceptical sentiments have been rising in popularity.2 Despite the fact that the crisis is generally perceived to be 
solely or mainly economic and financial, there are many elements in the anti-EU discourse that focus on very different 
issues. Instead of merely consisting of economic arguments culturalism, nationalism and calls for increased national 
sovereignty are very prevalent in this discourse.3 This seems to suggest that in analysing the crisis, it would be useful 
to go beyond the economic and financial story and turn towards other underlying aspects.  

In many ways, both the global financial crisis and the Euro-crisis have happened in the context of a globalized 
capitalist world-economy, in which one economy influences other economies and, despite national differences, market 
mechanisms and liberal capitalism are considered the economic ideal. To some extent, the banking crisis has created 
some new appeals for more control and less pure freedom, but in the end the capitalist subtext is not subject of critique 
as such. One could say that this is because in contemporary society it is simply impossible to legitimately criticize the 
underlying values of capitalism, particularly the importance of free market mechanisms and utilitarianism. One 
critique of these underlying values can be found in Marcel Mauss’s ‘gift-theory’, which focuses mainly on the 
assumption of utilitarianism that lies at the basis of capitalist thought.4 This theory offers a radically different view on 
economics, exchange and human interaction when compared to the mainstream discourse. 

The goal of this paper is to see whether this can allow for the creating of a new narrative of the crisis. As has been 
stated already, the way that the crisis is perceived is not just in economic terms, but rather through more underlying 
concepts. In fact, if one looks at the way that the crisis has been and is being described, this is often done in the form 
of a narrative. Because of the limited space of this paper, the Euro-crisis as such will not be described, and instead the 
focus will be on the narratives that surround it. The first (short) chapter will deal with the methodology of this paper 
and the usage of the concepts of narrative and discourse. After this, two different existing narratives about the EU, one 
taken mainly from the Dutch right-wing party PVV and one taken mainly from official EU policy, will be described to 
give an indication of the way that the ‘story of the crisis’ can and has been told. This will be followed by an analysis 
of the relevant aspects of gift-theory in the third chapter, while the fourth and concluding chapter will attempt to create 
a synthesis in which these aspects are applied to a new narrative for the Euro-crisis.  

 



2. Methods, Narrative and Discourse 

 

The method of analysis used in this paper is mainly that of literary analysis and literature review and therefore 
there is no need to elaborate on qualitative or quantitative methods. The concept or narratives is essential to this paper 
though and from a methodological point of view it is therefore important to clarify why this specific concept has been 
chosen, how it is defined and how it will be used. Instead of looking at practical economic or political issues this paper 
aims to regard the Euro-crisis from a meta-level. In a way, this is an attempt to move away from a purely descriptive 
analysis of the crisis towards an analysis of the way knowledge about the crisis is represented. This is closely 
connected to the concept of discourse in the writings of Michel Foucault, who argues that discourse is a way in which 
people try to “gain mastery over chance events, to evade its ponderous, formidable materiality”, “– a way of 
representing knowledge about – a particular topic at a particular historical moment …. Discourse is about the 
production of knowledge through language.”5 Foucault argues that although objects have a real, material existence 
outside of discourse, it is discourse that makes them meaningful.6  Through studying and analysing discourse it 
therefore becomes possible to do exactly that which is one of the goals of this paper, which is to move away from 
mere descriptions of things and events towards the meaning that those things and events have.  

This paper will follow Hinchman et al. (1997), where narratives are defined as “forms of discourse that place 
events in a sequential order with a clear beginning, middle and end.”7In other words, a narrative is a sequence that 
adds a particular meaningful connection between the events that are taken as referents, escaping Foucault’s 
“ponderous, formidable materiality” by given it meaning through putting it in the framework of a story. In this way, 
events and things in reality are connected in a way that does more than describe them but that also makes it possible to 
understand or even explain them. To quote the famous historian Hayden White, the use of narrative to order reality is a 
way to “translate knowing into telling”.

8In a similar manner, Bruner (1991) sees narratives as the way in which people 
organize their experience and their knowledge of human happenings.9 

In this respect, it is important to realize that narratives cannot be empirically proven or disproven, nor can they be 
falsified in the same way like scientific theories or logical procedures. Instead they can only achieve ‘verisimilitude’, 
in the sense that it can only appear to be true or real.10 No attempt will therefore be made in this paper to demonstrate 
the truthfulness or falsity of any given narratives. Instead, the study of narratives allows one to move beyond 
discussing facts and figures and move towards a more normative, value-based analysis. In such an analysis the 
connection of the narrative to reality is of course still important, but what is at least as important is the ‘end’ of the 
narrative, which (although this is not necessarily so) is often a goal or purpose through a representation of possible 
future scenarios. A narrative gives reality meaning, it makes reality understandable, and it ultimately also shapes and 
constructs reality. In the following chapter two such narratives about the Euro-crisis will be described.  

 

3. Existing Narratives 

 
3.1 - Blame, Scapegoating and Separation 

In the two sub-sections of this chapter two different narratives about the Euro-crisis will be described to give an 
idea of how this has and can be done. The first one is mainly taken from publications from the Dutch PVV (Freedom 
Party), a right-wing, anti-immigration and Euro-sceptic party. In the view of the party, the Netherlands should leave 
the European Union, something they started arguing after the start of the crisis. In their narrative, the position of 
Greece and other Southern-European countries plays an important role. The narrative that the PVV provides is very 
similar to that of De Telegraaf, the biggest newspaper in the Netherlands, which is generally considered to be a 
‘popular newspaper’ andleaning to the political right.11  Although the PVV and De Telegraafhave no official or 
informal affiliations, the way that they have covered the crisis is sufficiently similar to discuss them together in this 
section.  

Due to space limitations, it will not be possible to analyse this narrative in detail. The main parts are clear though; 
the current crisis is the status quo, the ‘middle’ part of the story; the future, the ‘end’ part, is a rather bleak outlook of 
the future of both the economy and the EU and to an extent is more used as a dystopian future for purposes of creating 
support. For example, the official party program for the 2012 Dutch parliamentary elections of the PVV refers to the 
Dutch membership of the EU as a “rope around our necks” and makes clear that if nothing is changed, the future will 
be disastrous.12 From this it becomes clear what the middle part and the end of this story are: we are in crisis, and if 
nothing happens the consequences will be dire. That which needs to happen is however clearly linked to the 
‘beginning’ part of the story, which is centred around finding someone to blame, in this case specifically the Southern-



European countries, especially Greece. This narrative generally disregards the more complex causes behind the crisis 
for a simpler ‘blame-game’. Examples of this narrative in headlines of De Telegraafwould be: 

“Again billions into bottomless pit; Netherlands continues to deposit euros in Greek debt tragedy”, 

“Cash-out for Ailing Countries”. 

“Citizens don’t want to pay anymore for spendthrift Greeks”.13 

Or, as a letter published on the front page stated: 

“[The Greeks are] a lazy, sluggish and irresponsible people”. 14 

The same basic narrative that posits the Dutch as hard-working taxpayers who have to sacrifice for the mistakes of 
others in the EU can be found in the views of the PVV. Again, some examples, this time from publications of the PVV: 

“The money tap to Greece is opened wide again, while the Dutch money tap is closed shut. The Dutch taxpayers can bleed 

for the corrupt Greeks”15 

“The Greeks are and will remain swindlers. They fail to meet agreements time after time and they do not really plan to either. 

A Greek promise is in fact an empty promise”.16The same article refers to Spain as“irretrievably lost” and calls it 
a“cesspool.” 

In short, this narrative focuses on blaming and scapegoating others, in particular Greece and other South-European 
countries, for the crisis and claims that separation from them is necessary to escape the “rope around our necks”.17 

3.2  - Solidarity, Community and Citizenship 

The narrative described in this section, which is taken mainly from official EU sources and which centres on the 
concept of solidarity, does not have a storyline that is as easy to distinguish as the previous narrative. If one were to 
trace the beginning of this narrative, it would go back to the creation of European citizenship, where solidarity and the 
idea of the European community were created. This was a move away from pure market objectives which brought 
social and cultural questions more into the foreground.18 To quote Enjolras (2008), ‘European citizenship is concerned 
with the development of solidarity and identity at the European level’. As such it is conceived as ‘an institutional 
mediation between state and civil society, government and the people, the territorial political organization and its 
members, entailing new forms of participation in a European public sphere and enhancing a collective basis for a 
European identity beyond the nation-state.’19 Going further in time, it becomes important to outline the middle part of 
this solidarity narrative, which would again be the status quo. Delanty (2008) argues that the EU is in a ‘crisis of 
solidarity’ and links this to the rise of nationalist and Euro-sceptic parties throughout Europe in the past years.20 This 
corresponds with a process of ‘othering’, in which anxiety about the loss of national identity, security or migration is 
channeled by creating a dualism between ‘us’ and ‘the other’.  

Regarding the future, it is solidarity which is necessary to keep the EU together. For example, through creating 
more support for European solidarity, European and national political elites try to reframe issues of national vs. EU 
interests.21 An older example can be found in the preamble to the ECSC Treaty of 1951, which states that “solidarity is 
a necessity for the establishment of common bases for economic development.”22 In a similar vein, the mission 
statement of the European Commission’s Directorate General for Regional and Urban policy, which they call an 
“important expression of the solidarity of the European Union”, regards its main goals as a faster rate of economic 
development and improved competitiveness.23 The argument then becomes that if only more money had been invested 
in increasing solidarity when the EMU was set up, it would have “spared us much suffering and costs.”24 To sum up, 
although this narrative is very different compared to the first one, the two share an argumentative basis that focuses on 
economic terms. In both narratives, economic results and goals are seen as the actual goal. However central the 
concept of solidarity might be in this narrative, ultimately it is still merely a means to an end.  

 

4. Aspects of Gift Theory 

 

In this chapter the most relevant aspects of gift-theory for this paper will be discussed, focusing on two main 
points: anti-utilitarianism and anti-relativism. Although it is not necessary to go into a detailed description of the 1923 
essay by Marcel Mauss that gift-theory is based upon, the ‘Essaisur le don; Forme et raison de l’échangedans les 

sociétésarchaïques’ (from here on referred to as ‘The Gift’), a short outline of its basic argument will be given 
first.25In this essay, Mauss studies the ‘potlach’, a native practice in North-America in which gifts are given and terms 
this and practices like it ‘prestations’. According to him, these practices show firstly that gifts are not freely given, but 



instead surrounded by obligations, namely to give, to receive and to reciprocate. Furthermore, they show a strong 
connection between ‘things’ and ‘persons’, and he argues that the strong alienation of people from objects is a 
symptom of modern society. Although he does not argue that it is possible to build a society based on gifting or 
altruism, he argues that a society based purely on market forces is impossible as well. In short, The Gift argues that 
pure market forces cannot grasp human interactions, in which altruism, values and gifting also play an important role 
and that in order to create a (more) viable and sustainable economic system, their importance needs to be more 
stressed. In the rest of this chapter, two main aspects of ‘The Gift’ will be discussed, firstly its critique on 
utilitarianism and secondly its critique on relativism.  

4.1 - Anti-Utilitarianism 

Most contemporary analyses of Mauss’s essay regard it as being primarily anti-utilitarianist and as undermining 
the theoretical basic of utilitarianism, which argues that all human behaviours is, and should be, based on maximizing 
utility in a rational way.26 Specifically, it has been used to criticize the so-called ‘economic model’ in the social 
sciences, which is based on Rational Actor (or Choice) Theory (RAT). This theory can be summarized as consisting of 
three basic principles: first, that actors are individuals who only seek their own self-interest; second, that this is the 
only possible rational goal and that it therefore is a legitimate goal; and third, that this goal is pursued through rational 
choice, by maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain.27 Whereas this model or philosophy was at first just applied to 
the study of economics, Caillé (2004) argues that this model has gone through an overwhelming development, 
especially in the second half of the twentieth century, and speaks of its ‘imperialism’ in the social sciences now, 
starting with the work of the Chicago School of economic theory in the 1960’s.28 This was followed by a much 
broader use of the model throughout the social sciences to explain and predict human behaviour.29 

To an extent, this theory or rational choice becomes difficult to accept if we take ‘The Gift’into account, for 
several reasons. First of all, it shows that one of the basic tenets of utilitarianism, that man is naturally egoistic and that 
as a result people focus solely on maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain, is refuted by the Gift.30 Instead, the Gift 
shows that people’s decisions and actions are based on a much more complex system in which social bonds, 
recognition from others and human relations play an important role.31 Furthermore, it highlights that social bonds are 
neither created by some sort of overarching moral law nor by pure rational self-interest, but instead through 
interactions, alliance and association between people. Thirdly, it clarifies that there is a distinction between utilitarian 
activities (that are meant to satisfy needs) and non-utilitarian activities (such as producing meanings or making sense 
of life). Finally, it argues that markets cannot work without embodying at least partly the spirit of the gift which allows 
for coordination and cooperation between the members of a society. In short, to quote Caillé (2004), Mauss shows that 
humans are not just “self-interested animals” but that “human beings’ first desire is to be recognized and valued as 
givers”.32 

4.2 - Anti-Relativism 

A second main concept that is also an essential part of Mauss’s theory but that has not been discussed in detail yet 
is that of anti-relativism. This will here be defined as a critique towards the idea that everything, particularly 
concerning morals and values, is relative. This view would then be called ‘normative relativism’ and supporters of this 
view can be found throughout history, arguably going back to ancient Greek philosophy, particularly that of the 
sophists, many of whom held that there was no objective truth; instead, they held that truth is relative to the person 
who believes in it and although one view might be more logical or beneficial than another, in the end it is impossible 
to objectively decide which view is true.33 Much later, the philosopher David Hume argued that there is no universal 
standard of morals, and that it is practically impossible to create moral rules that are applicable to all the different 
sentiments that people have.34 

Utilitarianism is to an extent a method of bypassing this impossibility through basing ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ on a 
logical foundation of maximizing utility; the maxim of the ‘greatest good for the greatest number’ however is not 
necessarily an a-priori statement in the sense that it is logically inevitable. Despite this, it is still presented as 
something that is completely logically justifiable and that does not need unfounded assumptions in order to be 
applicable to reality. Mauss’s position is very different from this idea that values and norms should be objectively 
created and completely logically validated. Instead, in his writings and particular in ‘The Gift’ he makes what Claude 
Lévi-Strauss has called a turn from pure description to “more profound realities” by transcending pure empirical 
observation and forming conclusions for morality, economics and society in general.35 Although he does not propagate 
baseless moral claims and bases the claims he makes on anthropological data, he does claim that certain values that 
can be found in these data are positive and necessary in society. To an extent, this seems like a subjective and 
therefore unreasonable ground for making claims about society. Mauss does however not stand alone in the opinion 
that normative theory does not need to be based on solely on facts and a-priori knowledge, but that one can 
legitimately hold values, norms and opinions based on a more subjective foundation, but to different extents together 
with theorists and philosophers like John Rawls, Amartya Sen, Iris Murdoch and Charles Taylor.36 What they have in 
common is not a particular opinion about what is good, but rather the opinion that ‘good’ is not necessarily 



teleological. In other words, that what is good is not good because it leads to some other goal (which could be 
happiness or economic utility) but rather because it is good; the good, or more concretely, values such as solidarity or 
community are not merely a means to an end but rather an end in themselves. This creates an argument for a re-
focusing of a view of human society from solidarity (for example) as a means to the goal of economic progress, 
towards seeing economic progress as a means to the goal of values such as solidarity.  

 
5. Conclusion: A New Narrative for the Euro-crisis? 

 

In the final chapter of this thesis an attempt will be made to create a synthesis of what has been said up to this 
point. From this, the goal is to see what a gift-theory narrative of the Euro-crisis would be like as an alternative to the 
two narratives that were already presented in chapter 2. Despite the fact those narratives have very different outlooks 
on the future of the EU or on the causes of the crisis, they are essentially both based on economic arguments. The 
narrative of blame focuses on what the crisis is costing ‘us’ and who we can blame for that, and eventually who will 
pay for that. The narrative of solidarity on the other hand argues that in the end keeping together as a community and 
remain solidary to each other will create the highest returns. In this second narrative first principle is not solidarity or 
community itself but rather economic returns, and although a narrative of solidarity is much closer to that of Mauss, it 
is the starting point that is different.  

A gift-theory narrative on the other hand would focus on values and on the way society is constructed on a more 
fundamental level instead of on the short-term causes and solutions for this crisis. In a way, the crisis would not be the 
‘beginning’ part of such a narrative, but instead, the crisis itself would be the result of the unsustainable way that the 
current system of exchange is organized.It would be seen as a symptom of a larger, more structural problem rather 
than as the problem in itself. Introducing a gift-theory narrative would then not only be a way to deal with the current 
crisis but a necessity in order to avoid similar future crises, which are arguably inevitable if the economic system 
remains the same. In this narrative, it is not simply about blaming free-market capitalism but rather about a critique of 
its all-encompassing and all-pervading role in our system of exchange. Instead, more importance should be given to 
actions not undertaken for purposes of utility. Economic action purely undertaken for profit despite negative side-
effects should however be limited. According to Mauss “we have to find the means of limiting the fruits of speculation 
and usury” and this seems to be highly applicable to the current economic and financial crisis in which there has been 
much debate about limiting and regulating speculation and banks in general.37 

Finally, just as in the other narratives that were described, there is a two-fold scenario with two different outcomes. 
On the one hand, the current system could be kept in place and although there will be probably some sort of way out 
the crisis, this will be unsustainable in the long-term. The crisis is then not just something we solve after which we can 
move on, but rather a symptom of an underlying problem that will return time and again. Through refocusing from 
economic utility to community values; from pure commodity capitalism to a more balanced hybrid of market and gift; 
from a story of ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ to more solidarity and respect for others, it will be possible to create a more sustainable 
system. ‘Goodness and happiness’ should be searched for in ‘the imposed peace, in the rhythm of communal and 
private labor, in wealth amassed and redistributed, in the mutual respect and reciprocal generosity that education can 
impart.’38In a gift-theory narrative, there is no need for a revolution like there is in classic Marxism; it rather involves 
reintroducing, teaching and institutionalizing values that have been marginalized, making economy and exchange not 
an end in themselves but rather a means to an end.  
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