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Abstract 
The paper offers two parallel reflections upon the contemporary European predicament through the 
concept of the gift. First, the paper focuses on the existing critique drawing from ‘moral economy’ 
theories, according to which the European project has abandoned its own idealized ‘gift economy’, 
that is, its founding principles of solidarity and equality, in favor of an immoral market economy. This 
emphasis on the ‘immoral’ functions of market economy prevents us from recognizing that its basic 
principles and values have themselves become the organizing moral basis of contemporary European 
society. The key problem here is that all those values now associated with the EU —even those that the 
theories of moral economy would have recognized as ‘moral’— are now conceptualized in a manner 
pursuant to neoliberal capitalism. Second, the paper offers an alternative narrative of the historical 
development of European integration, through four successive stories marked by distinct arrangements 
in the virtuous-circle relation between the gift and the expectation of a gift in return, read as doron-
antidoron. Read in parallel with the historical development of neoliberal capitalism, the progress of 
European integration is thus represented as embedded in a series of choices between gratuity-charity for 
the plenty and profit-making for the few, never abandoning a European ‘gift economy’, which has 
fundamentally been an economy of exchange. 
 
 
 

“Vorsicht: Gift!“ 
—Friedrich Nietzsche, Spruchhaftes (1869-1888) 
 
Gift means poison in German And poisson means fish in French. 
… Poison, too is a funny word, a gift horse Given by deceitful Greeks:  
look in its mouth And see: it sounds what it says, it seems. 
— David Lehman, “Gift Means Poison in German” (2013) 

 
As a limit idea, the gift sparks off a notable analytical challenge and charm. The modern 
gift is conventionally understood as tailored according to social convention and market 
rules1, often marginally moving within the grey zones of social and business ethics (‘palm oil’, 
bribery, product gifts, bonuses, etc.). When idealized as ‘pure gift’, it may even be 
conceptualized as an essentially anti-political concept, similar to forgiveness, at least to the 
extent that it remains alien to the principles of reciprocity and retribution. Yet, if forgiveness 
is the mirror of justice, the gift is the mirror of friendship, perhaps the most political of all 
concepts born in and through the Aristotelian polis. When in The Merchant of Venice Antonio 
is negotiating the terms of the loan he offers to guarantee for young Bassanio, he says to 
Shylock: “If thou wilt lend this money, lend it not / As to thy friends, for when did 
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friendship take / A breed for barren metal of [from] his friend?”2 Lending with interest —
what the pre-modern, catholic Venice clearly addressed as usury— is totally foreign to 
friendship3. 

Undeniably, the idea of the gift presents its own paradoxes and conceptual 
complexities4. The retributive dimension of the gift is so well distorted by its idealization as 
a unilateral act, that its recovery is both difficult and important. The Oxford English Dictionary 
connects the primary meaning of the gift to the action of giving, and defines it as almost a 
synonym to the free gift: “1. a. The action of giving, an instance of the same; a giving, 
bestowal. †of gift: as a gift, gratuitously, for nothing.” Similarly, the Robert dictionary 
defines giving (donner) as follows: “to deliver over to someone in an intention of 
generosity, or without receiving anything in return, something one possesses or which one 
enjoys.” The lexicological interpretation is clear. The emphasis is placed on the absence of 
reciprocity, on the absolute asymmetry between giver and receiver5. Nevertheless, a more 
careful etymological research in various languages reveals a far more complicated picture6 

that affirms exactly the opposite claim: that no human gift is truly free from the spirit of 
exchange7. Marcel Mauss’s work on the gift as the archaic mode of exchange is suggestive 
here8. Mauss examines the gift as the opposite not of exchange in general, but of the market 
form of exchange, and of the self-interested calculating spirit, which have been already 
summarized seventy years before Adam Smith’s work, in the subtitle of Bernard Mandeville’s 
Fable of the Bees: “private vices” are “public benefits”9. 

The submission of the gift to the whims of market economy is not natural, but a 
historically and culturally specific conceptual shift that was activated with the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism. With some minor exceptions, the gift has never been conceptualized 
as free from the practice or the expectation of exchange. What changed with the transition to 
capitalism and market economy is the calculating and self-interested connotation of this 
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exchange10. In that sense, we could say that the Venice in Shakespeare’s Merchant is the 
forerunner of the coming Europe. Antonio, Shylock, and Portia —the merchant, the usurer, 
and the landowner, respectively— dramatize the perceptions of a society abandoning the ethico-
theological prohibitions of the past. Shylock’s unholy capitalism is but an embryonic form 
of market economy in transition. 

Drawing from these preliminary remarks, the following two sections offer two parallel 
reflections upon the contemporary European predicament through the concept of the gift. In 
the first section, Akrivoulis focuses on the existing critique drawing from ‘moral economy’ 
theories, according to which the European project has abandoned its own idealized ‘gift 
economy’, that is, its founding principles of solidarity and equality, in favor of an immoral 
market economy. The paper argues that this critique still ignores a series of conceptual 
mutations pursuant to the idea of the gift that may allow an alternative reading of the 
contemporary European predicament. In the second section, Kentrotis offers an alternative 
narrative of the historical development of European integration, through four successive 
stories marked by distinct arrangements in the virtuous-circle relation between the gift and 
the expectation of a gift in return, read as doron-antidoron. 
 
 
The Morality of Market Economy 
Mostly drawing from Karl Polanyi’s pioneering work11, moral economy12 theorists 
differentiate between market and pre-market societies suggesting that the latter constitute 
moral, gift economies, to the extent that economic behavior in them is embedded in non-
economic social relations and moral values. In this ‘moral’ society, the social ideals of 
justice, philanthropy, and subsistence escape market rationality13. Quoting the ethnologist 
Franz Steiner, Habermas notes respectively: “In the nonmonetarized economic activities of 
archaic societies, the mechanism of exchange has so little detached itself from normative 
contexts that a clear separation between economic and noneconomic values is hardly 
possible.”14 Market economy, to the contrary, is considered as being fully detached from these 
social rules. With the transition to market economy, the market becomes an autonomous and 
self-regulated entity. Exchange does not depend anymore on the subject’s social positioning; 
commodity prices are no longer fixed according to the community’s sense of justice. What 
happens, however, when with the transition to market economy, the market starts recreating 
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society to its own image, as a series of relations and conditions become commodified and are 
offered for sale, and decisions are founded upon economic rationality rather than community 
ethics? According to Polanyi, “instead of economy being embedded in social relations, social 
relations are embedded in the economic system.”15 

We agree with at least two core arguments implicit in Polanyi’s thesis: a) Economic 
activity is indeed limited by non-economic institutions as well, to the extent that economy is 
embedded in society and culture. Economic activities and relations are not self-existent and 
independent, and they cannot be studied as such. To the contrary, they are themselves 
embedded in a wider net of practices and discourses which are always already historically 
and culturally specific. b) Indeed, in market economies the above relation of embeddedness is 
reversed, since social relations are embedded in an organized net of discourses and practices 
implicit in market economy. 

Theories of moral economy question the economistic reductionism that explains all 
human behavior in terms of economic rationalism16. For moral economy theorists, 
individualism, the calculating spirit, and the emphasis on materialism that all characterize 
economism, are only met in self-existent, non-embedded market economies. In simple terms, 
the theoretical epicenter of the moral economy approach is the defining differentiation between 
embedded economy and non-embedded or autonomous market17. Here lies the core of our 
objection: If we fully accept the market autonomy thesis, we are led to the paradoxical 
conclusion that market societies are not ethical societies at all, not even for their own 
members themselves. This conclusion is particularly problematic. 

First, it is evident that even market societies emphatically preserve concrete moral 
values, such as individual autonomy, democratic freedom, promise-keeping, or the pacta sunt 
servanda principle18. Market societies organize a new overall ethical system around a 
particular hierarchy of rights and moral values. At least in the context of Western liberal 
democracy, this system is mainly centered on democratic representation (instead of direct 
political participation), the institutional recognition of economic equality (meant and 
functioning in practice as equality of opportunities, a synonym to ‘healthy competition’) and 
individual rights (instead of collective ones). Even more crucially, the moral values that 
characterized pre-market, ‘gift’ economies are not abandoned with the transition to market 
economy. They endure, yet noematically and ethically transformed pursuant to the functions 
of market economy. Even the very concept of the gift that has been essentially associated 
with these pre-market (‘gift’) economies still persists yet fully subdued to the dictates of 
neoliberal capitalism. 

The above paradoxical conclusion therefore eventually limits the width and depth of 
critique to the consequences of social transition to market economy. For example, the emphasis 
of critique on the ‘immoral’ functions of market economy in the post-democratic19 EU 
prevents us from recognizing that the basic principles and values of market economy have 
themselves become the organizing moral basis of contemporary European society. In other 
words, the problem is neither that the EU has abandoned its own ‘economy of the gift’, an 
originally envisioned, much-aspired-to, yet never realized moral economy founded on the 
principles of solidarity and equality, nor that in the balance of interests those values have 
retreated in favor of others that better coincide with and serve market economy (e.g. the 
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welfare state in favor of economic development, solidarity in favor of economic security and 
the national interests of member states, etc.)20. The key problem is that all those values now 
associated with the EU —even those that the theories of moral economy would have 
recognized as ‘moral’— are now conceptualized in a manner less political than economic 
and, especially, in a way pursuant to a particular economic system, that is, neoliberal 
capitalism. 

Evidently, this process is neither recent nor primarily or exclusively European. Even 
those European values that the theory of moral economy identifies with gift economy, have 
been historically and culturally conceptualized in ways that are so diverse that they have even 
been in times mutually exclusive. The role of the dominant practices and discourses organizing 
this reconceptualization process is decisive here. For example, the concept of solidarity in 
Western Europe21 has been ideologically organized through both a socialist/communist and a 
religious/Christian discourse, leading to different, occasionally complementary, yet mutually 
exclusive conceptual variants (social-democrat, Christian-democrat, Marxist/ Leninist)22. The 
process becomes even more intricate at the intersection with other practices, discourses, and 
historical mutations, such as the development of class relations, consumerism, individualism, 
the transformations of the welfare state, the role of political parties and social movements, etc. 

The overall picture of course is even more complicated. How could contemporary 
European policies or legal instruments presented as expressions of a spirit of European 
solidarity or equality, ever be free from all those elements that define the spirit of 
economism? What is the political impact of this misappropriation? The symbolic mutations of 
economic relations and predispositions into ones of solidarity and equality, in other words, 
the verbal and practical euphemism of the economic-material dimension, produces as well as 
ratifies (to the benefit of those who embrace it) a capital of recognition, knowledge, and 
appropriation of all those categories, through which subjects (and especially dominant 
groups) have come to conceptualize the world. It is evident that in a capitalistic context of 
inequality, the above symbolic dominance that helps reconceptualize the economic dimension 
of exchange, serves as the social foundation of its collective misappropriation. It both 
conceals and legitimizes the unequal terms on which this dominance is practiced, that is, the 
same material and symbolic relations of domination and subordination, upon which it is 
founded. 

The distortion of the material dimensions of the practices and predispositions of 
solidarity does not only conceal their calculating/utilitarian dimension. It also determines and 
reinforces the symbolic dimension of the means chosen to serve these calculating and self-
interested predispositions. In other words, our point is not merely that the ones who most 
profit from the current European predicament conceal its subjugation to the dictates of market 
economy. We argue that the disclosure of the underlying calculating spirit and of the material 
dimensions of such practices and strategies, would undermine the position of those dominant 
groups or subjects in the social negotiation of the material and symbolic capital of the Union 
itself. Such a prospect would not only strengthen the strategies of exclusion and xenophobia 
that are already rising around Europe, but also weaken all those symbolic-ideological 
elements that have allowed for the creation of the Union itself. It is equally evident that such a 
prospect would essentially condemn to failure any attempt of further integration. 

To put it in Pierre Bourdieu’s terms, the duality of the objective truth of the calculating 
spirit implicit in market-economy relations and relations of exploitation, on the one hand, and 
the subjectively lived meaning of generosity and solidarity, on the other, constitutes the 
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fundamental condition of EU’s symbolic economy. In this symbolic economy, the 
indeterminism of the economic value renders intersubjective practices and discourses always 
ambivalent. While economic interest is preserved, calculations remain implicit or denied, in a 
manner that allows securing the economic functions of the powerful member states, 
dominant groups, elites, and subjects. The ambivalence in our case stems, that is, from the 
duality between a) the objective truth of the material dimension of European practices and 
strategies οf proclaimed solidarity (i.e. ‘Support Frameworks’) aiming at development and the 
increase of business profit, and b) the subjectively lived meaning of integration, solidarity, 
and equality23. 

The material interest served by these practices and strategies remains active. Its 
underwriting calculating spirit however is concealed. The result is of course the same: all 
those values compatible with the so-called ‘gift economy’ are retained24. Yet, they do not 
merely function as symbolic vehicles that help sustain and increase the material capital. They 
further keep on transfiguring the ventures of EU’s symbolic and material capital, determining 
the actions and dispositions of its subjects. Due to the subjects’ own embeddedness in the 
practices and discourses of market economy, questioning the conceptualization and political 
functions of those values becomes extremely difficult, almost impossible before the 
expectations born from these values are finally betrayed. 

The moral remapping of the European economic and political practices and discourses, 
therefore, does not only explain the naturalization of the neoliberal organization of social and 
political life in the EU, but also allows for the radical contestation of this predicament. In 
other words, a deeper critique of the current European predicament could not be founded in a 
—not so convincing— axiological evaluation and moral comparison between two European 
societies organized as gift and market economies, respectively. To the contrary, the effective 
de-naturalization of the neoliberal predicament in Europe presupposes understanding those 
conceptual mutations and transfigurations of practices and discourses that have marked the 
consolidation of this predicament. 

What is the practical implication of this argument? Put simply, the crucial question is 
not whether market economy can “be transformed from an immoral space into a moral 
space”25, or whether the European Union can return to its own (imagined) ‘economy of the 
gift’ reinstating its founding principles of solidarity and equality. The predicament is far 
more implicate to be resolved by the mere introduction of new principles, laws, and 
regulations, or the return to an idealized past that never was. Both market economy and the 
European Union (as a market society) already enjoy  their own ‘morality’ organized around an 
ethical system pursuant to the discourses and practices of neoliberal capitalism. It is through 
this ‘morality’ —an ethical system that albeit historically and culturally specific, makes a 
claim to universality— that all these aspired ideals associated with ‘gift economy’ have 
been reconceptualized and still persist as both a tragedy and a farce. 
 
 
The European doron and the Expectation of anti-doron 
The postwar European plan was developed around a great idea: the prevalence of European 
peace in a ‘virtuous circle’ leading to a closer pan-European interdependence of societies 
and economies through common institutions and market services. Its basic accomplishment 
was the ‘miracle’ of transforming deadly enemy neighbors into allies and  partners, who could 
cooperate within a context of liberties still unknown outside of Europe, contributing at the 
same time to the so-called domestication of capitalism by the welfare state26. In its 
development, however, this plan appears to have consigned the ideals of solidarity and 
interdependence in the dustbin of common European history. Especially in the second decade 
of the 21st century, the plan now aims at creating a new ‘virtuous circle’ of expectations and 
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returns within a new spirit of competition and perpetual gains introduced by companies and 
corporations, and agreeably adopted by states. This second section ponders on the historical 
course of these virtuous circles of promises and expectations through four stories that 
demonstrate the relation between doron (gift) and anti-doron (gift in return)27 for states, 
European institutions, peoples, and citizens. 

Within a close circle of winners and losers of the Second World War, the ambitious 
supranational project of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) was initiated as a 
makeweight to war and poverty, while retaining an Adamic purity in a modern guise. Through 
the ECSC, the newly formed Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) was legitimized on the 
international political stage. The wider German issue now obtained a new dimension, that is, 
how it is possible for a newly created state to function in a legitimate manner both 
domestically and internationally28. The same plan that was followed for the ‘in vitro’ 
creation of FRG, was also followed in the case of the ECSC that also lacked any prior 
legitimacy. The ECSC was also based on the wilful consent of those involved, creating a 
non-state space where all aspects of economic freedom could unfold, thus leading to the 
multifaceted development of participant countries and, by extension, of their citizens. 

In the case of FRG, on the one hand, economy functioned as the generator of legitimacy 
for state politics, transforming the sway of the young Republic into a ‘special economic 
zone’ under allied control. In the case of the ECSC, on the other, economy functioned as a 
state supplement, an ‘offshore’ state activity beyond its own structure, thus creating a space 
of economic freedom surrounded by states, yet supervised by them. In both cases, the 
reversal is evident: instead of the state supervising the economy, slowly but gradually the 
state came to be supervised by the economy. 

In this first doron-antidoron virtuous circle reinforced by the ‘FRG-legitimacy’ and 
‘ECSC-economic development’ nexus, direct financial gains were soon recorded for all 
parties involved, also allowing for prospective political gains at the level of European 
integration. The commercial archetype of the ECSC was soon transformed into its more 
advanced economic replica, the EEC. The ECSC gradually abandoned the traits of the 
‘merchant’ and was soon transformed into the EEC-‘manufacturer’, thus putting the 
Europeanists’ political games to an end. Both politicians and businessmen started cashing 
out the added value of those supranational experiments, while the peoples of Europe were 
satisfied with the mere promise of their surplus value, and tamed by the abundance of goods 
and rights provided in the consumerist postwar democracy. 

In the 1960s, a decade critical for the EEC, European integration surrendered to 
economy, which in turn started to closely and carefully observe the state, exploiting its 
structures and the surplus value of the rising Gaullist idea of l’Europe des patries. Moreover, 
in the outer courtyard of the then EEC, FRG was rebaptized in international legitimacy with 
the unexpected Kniefall von Warschau (Warsaw Genuflection) by the then German 
Chancellor Willy Brandt in front of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising monument on December 7, 
1970: 
 
Already in the 1970s, as well as later, I was asked why I did not pursue signing a treaty with Poland, 
which has suffered unspeakable ill-treatment, before signing the treaty with the Soviet Union. … I 
admit however that the Poles, people and leadership, would have preferred that our official declaration 
of the Oder-Neisse line had first taken place in Warsaw. As a ‘gift’ by the Russians it seemed to them to 

                                                           
27 In the context of the present analysis, the relation between gift (doron) and gift in return (anti-doron) 
aims to describe the context of reciprocity, both as fact and as expectation. In that sense, the antidoron 
in the relationship should not be conflated with the theological conceptualization of the term, which 
symbolizes the utmost offer, the ideal gift, without absolutely any quid pro quo expectation, and which 
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on a new ethos for Europe (1995) 21 PHILOS SOC CRIT 3-13; P. RICOEUR, Sanction, rehabilitation, 
pardon in: The Just (Chicago 2000), 133-45; J.-D. CAUSSE, L’instant d’un geste (Genève 2004); J. 
DERRIDA / J.-L. MARION, On the Gift in: J.D. CAPUTO / M.J. SCANLON (eds.), God, the Gift, and 
Postmodernism (Bloomington 1999), 54-78; J.W. ALVIS, Marion and Derrida on the Gift and 
Desire (Dordrecht 2016); A.D. SCHRIFT (ed.), The Logic of the Gift (London 1997). 
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be only half-worthy.29 

 
Brandt’s genuflection marked the beginning of Ostpolitik for FRG and later for the 

whole of Europe. At the same period, another genuflection took place at the ‘Monument of 
the Common Market’ with the introduction of the Four Freedoms. The Rome Treaties 
establishing the European Economic Community (EEC) provided for the establishment and 
evolution of an ‘internal market’ which would be founded on the free movement of goods, 
persons, services, and capital. 

Ostpolitik in conjunction with the Four Freedoms formed the second doron-antidoron 
virtuous circle implicitly functioning as the ‘sponsors’ of the German and the European plans 
for their adaptation to the then new ‘professional’ givens of Cold War politics. This is the 
era when the historical phrase ‘Ich bin ein Berliner’ was no longer merely reflecting the 
German predicament, but expanded its symbolism to a similar predicament at the 
community level of the ECSC and the EEC. As new European ‘Berliners’ struggling 
between isolation and self-complacency, the new European institutions within the walled 
environment set by states and international organizations, started strengthening the vision of a 
European citizen that enjoys democratic governance, constant economic development, and the 
prospect of supranational integration. 

The gradual integration of the common market led to the institution of a common 
European currency, offering to the European Union the opportunity to increase and expand 
its influence around the world, reinstating however from the backdoor a particular self-
complacency to the emancipated German and European ‘Berliners’. The temporary 
euphoria seemed to strengthen even more European integration, but at the same time fired a 
‘lost treasure hunt’ for states and business elites. The plan of EU’s economic integration and 
currency union sought something more than a successful balance of interests for the 
Franco-German axis that monopolized its home affairs during the Cold War. The 
economic conceptualization of EU governance formulated the third doron-antidoron virtuous 
circle as a result of the violent ‘meeting’, on the one hand, of the dominant hegemonic context 
of international politics with the unequal configurations of power, and on the other hand, of 
the internal European tug of war for securing a better national standing in the global economic 
competition through the surplus value of the European Union30. 

The failure of the economico-political elite of the European Union to pursue any 
functional structural reforms through the Constitutional Treaty was counterbalanced by the 
Lisbon Treaty, as an attempt to concentrate a higher volume of democratization, 
transparency, and amplified effectiveness in the context of a balanced bureaucratic 
functionality among the central organs of the EU and its member states. In the course of 
this coordination, the role of nation-states started to grow to the expense of the European 
factor in the management of particular issues. The postwar divided German nation-state was 
not the exception: either Germany would have to adapt itself to the regularities of others, or 
the others would have to give way to the regularities of the Germans. In this particular ‘war’ of 
coincidences, the new doron-antidoron virtuous circle was formulated through the 
replacement of the collective egocentricity of the victors of the Second World War, which was 
overridden by the common European prospect for a better future, with the isolated 
egocentricity of national self-interest leading to the repetition of a vicious circle of unchecked 
power31. 

In the ongoing supranational experiment of yesterday’s EEC and today’s EU, the gifts 
exchanged among states, elites, and citizens are still a mixture of visions, promises, and 
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motives addressed to all gift-recipients involved. In the  first three stories, with the transition 
each time to the following story, the vision gradually faded away and the promises grew 
bigger, whereas the motive remained attractive. This peculiar colonization of European 
space in the first stories full of institutions and policies promoting economic prosperity and 
the welfare state, following the march of the neoliberal spirit through the economic crisis, 
became now reminiscent of past colonialism, when the gifts that the natives were made to 
exchange with the Europeans no longer had the value they were taught they had. 

Economy stars in all these four stories. In the first three, everyone seems to be the 
winner since the contours of the march of economy are clearly delineated. In the fourth story, 
however, those involved in the vision of European integration seem to sell off what they 
had already inherited in the previous stories. States, European institutions, peoples, and 
citizens all appear to function as sole proprietors and customers in the ruthless economic 
competition of unfettered capitalism32. Whereas in the first story, European integration as a 
prospect entered the everydayness of states and citizens with a ‘visa’ and the traits of a 
merchant, in the next two stories, this entry visa was no longer necessary. At this stage, 
European integration has been already travelling visa-free all around Europe and the world. In 
the fourth story, nothing is self-explanatory anymore, and nothing is offered as a free gift. 
Everything seems to operate on time-charges calculated according to the capacity to consume 
the European integration through constantly proving that the functions of both states and 
institutions (and individuals) are totally customized according to a virtuous circle of 
evaluation. 

European integration started offering useful gifts, which were later transformed into 
utilitarian (utilitarian Treaties, utilitaristische Verträge), so that today they turned into 
priceless gold for the selected few (markets). The idea of solidarity as a fundamental 
distinguishing feature of the European plan compared to past international politics, has been 
transformed into a ‘scapegoat’, or an ‘institutional garbage’ that is constantly well hidden, 
as if the Europeans are playing anew the hidden treasure hunt, this time searching for the lost 
vision of Europe. The march of European integration from one story to another is not 
recorded simply as a unilateral relation between doron and antidoron, but mostly as the sole 
and evident choice between gratuity-charity for the plenty and profit-making for the few. 
Unlike what is commonly thought, the European ‘gift economy’ has never been abandoned. 
Paradoxically, it has been always an economy of exchange delineated by the contours of the 
historical development of European integration and neoliberal capitalism. 
 
 
Conclusion 
This paper brought together two parallel reflections on the contemporary European 
predicament. Although focusing on two distinct aspects of this predicament, they are brought 
together by the concept of the gift as the common basis of critical reflection. Distancing itself 
from the idealization of the gift as pure or free gift, as well as from its rather oversimplified 
reading as a symbol of ‘moral’ arrangements, the paper read the gift as a political concept 
always already embedded in historically and culturally specific practices and discourses of 
reciprocity and exchange. In this context, the paper attempted a rethinking both of the 
historical development of European integration and of the critique already exercised on its 
current predicament. 

In the first section, the paper suggested that the critique to the European post-
democracy and its neoliberal (hence ‘immoral’) market economy drawing from moral 
economy theories remains problematic, at least insofar as the emphasis is placed on the 
‘immoral’ character of market economy that imbues the conduct of European politics, 
calling for a return to Europe’s own ‘economy of the gift’, to the foundational European 
principles of solidarity and equality that have been long abandoned. Readers of EU history and 
politics may simply (and correctly) object here that these principles have always been absent 
from the European project, at least in this idealized and politicized form. Yet, beyond this 
objection and against the above critique, the paper argued that market economy has never been 
free from its own ethical system currently delineated by the contours of neoliberal capitalism. 
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Albeit historically and culturally specific, this well-established system makes a claim to 
universality as the uncontested morality and rationality organizing all aspects of social and 
political life. As a corollary, any attempt to reinstate or empower these foundational 
principles through a set of European regulatory or legislative mechanisms remains equally 
problematic, as long as these principles remain meaningful and practically attainable by way 
through the practices and discourses of neoliberal capitalism. 

In the second section, the paper presented the historical process of European 
integration as a series of subsequent virtuous circles of promises, expectations, and returns 
through four stories that demonstrate the relation between doron (gift) and anti-doron (gift in 
return) for European institutions, states, peoples, and citizens. In this constant gift-exchange 
practice, we monitor not only the historical development of European integration from the 
EEC to the EU, but also and most crucially how the exchange of visions, promises, and 
motives addressed to all gift-recipients involved, eventually brought us to the current state of 
(European) affairs. In the first three stories, the common European vision has been gradually 
giving way to highly motivated promises. These first three stories of the virtuous circle 
between doron and antidoron demonstrate the gradual rise of the neoliberal spirit along with 
a shared (common European) sense of euphoria and hope. In the fourth story however, with 
the Lisbon Treaty as the turning point, the doron-antidoron virtuous circle is marked not 
only by the dominance of neoliberal capitalism, but also and quite worryingly by the isolated 
egocentricity of member states. 

The history of political thought needed states of nature, social contracts, founding 
myths, and Gardens of Eden to reconsider not only the starting point of politics, but also 
(and especially) its ends; not only where politics used to be or where it currently is, but 
also where it should be. Either in the context of gift economy or in its dialectical relation 
with antidoron within a system of exchange, the concept of the gift has been discussed here as 
opening up a thinking space outside the one delineated by the current European predicament, in 
order to rethink the course so far followed by the European Union (along with the term), 
where it is heading at, and perhaps where it could or should have been. For as our 
sympathetic yet tragic Shylock keeps alerting us against: “There is some ill a-brewing 
towards my rest, / For I did dream of money-bags to-night.”33  
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