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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Although the crisis that broke in the eurozone in 2009 has given policy makers many sleepless nights, it also has had the effect of drawing wider public attention to an entity about which many Americans knew little: the European Union (EU). Since the early 1950s, Europeans have been working to remove the political, economic, and social barriers that have long divided them, and the result has been the development of the world’s newest superpower, the world’s wealthiest marketplace and trading power, and the possible precursor to a United States of Europe.


Worries about the stability of the eurozone and Greece have combined with the “Brexit” and an alarming refugee crisis to raise some deeply troubling questions about the EU’s capacity for decisive action, but it still remains a powerful actor in the world—one that is important for Americans to understand: the EU is one of our biggest trading partners, it is our most influential and dependable ally in an uncertain world, and its emergence has been one of the defining events of the modern era, helping reorder the international system and bringing to Europe the longest spell of general peace that it has seen in centuries. The achievements of the EU in this last regard were recognized in 2012 when it was awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace. The EU has helped promote democracy and economic development throughout Europe; it has helped more than half a billion Europeans overcome their political, economic, and social divisions; and it stands as a prime example of how peaceful means can bring lasting change.


But in spite of all this, it remains—for most people—a mystery and an enigma. Few Americans know much about it beyond the euro, and even Europeans are perplexed: most support the idea of “Europe” in principle but also admit that they know little about how the EU works, who makes the decisions, or how the EU has changed their lives. Enthusiasm for the EU is harder to find than ambivalence, indifference, or outright hostility. There are several reasons for the confusion:


   •  The EU is unique. There has never been anything quite like it before, and it fits few of our usual ideas about politics and government. Is it an international organization, a new European superstate, or something in between? How much authority does it have relative to its member states? How do its powers and structure differ from those of a conventional national government?


   •  It is not always well explained. Publishing on the EU has been a growth industry in the last decade, but much of it is bogged down in a morass of treaty articles and arcane jargon and sidetracked by inconclusive debates over theory. The EU is one of today’s most important and dramatic political and economic developments, full of fascinating characters and driven by conflicts, conspiracies, successes, crises, and failures, and yet much of the scholarly writing about the EU makes it sound dull, technocratic, and legalistic.


   •  The EU keeps changing. Just when we think we have begun to understand it, a new treaty comes along that gives it new powers, or its leaders agree to a new set of goals that give it a different character and appearance, or new member states join, changing its personality and its structure, or new crises arise, demanding new action. Change is, of course, a core feature of politics and government everywhere, but the European target tends to move more quickly than most, with no certainty about where exactly it is headed.


Having taught courses on the EU for many years, and having worked with instructors teaching similar courses at other colleges and universities, we are familiar with the challenge of explaining the EU. As the power and influence of Europe grows, so does the importance of clear guidance through the complexities of the EU, and detailed analysis that offers observers the context they need to better appreciate the implications of European integration. It was concerns such as these that prompted the writing of this book, which sets out to help answer four fundamental questions:


   •  What is the EU?


   •  How did it evolve?


   •  What does it do?


   •  What difference does it make?


The first edition was written in 1993–1995, when the European Union was still adapting to the near completion of the single market, struggling with preparations for the single currency, and mired in the fallout from the serial foreign policy embarrassments of the Gulf War and the Balkan conflicts. There was relatively little public or political interest in the EU at the time; there were few textbooks that provided an introduction to the EU and none written specifically for American students. Since then—reflecting the new levels of interest in the EU—many more textbooks have been written about the EU, but this sixth edition of The European Union: Politics and Policies retains its core goals of informing mainly American students, explaining how the EU functions from first principles, and explaining how and why the EU matters for those of us on this side of the Atlantic. It is also unusual because it is written more from the perspective of comparative politics and public policy than that of international relations; scholars from the latter subdiscipline have tended to dominate the research and writing on the EU for several decades.


In the last edition of this book Jonathan Olsen joined John McCormick as coauthor. As with previous editions, in this new sixth edition we have tried to keep the presentation simple enough for the introductory student (who most often is exposed to the EU in a one-semester course on European politics and the EU) yet detailed enough to provide a comprehensive overview of the EU’s history, institutions, and policies. Every chapter begins with a bulleted overview and ends with questions for discussion, along with a list of recommended readings that provides the most recent, readable, and enlightening Anglo-American sources. The book ends with a glossary of key terms, a chronology of events, and recommended sources of further information. The EU changes so much and so rapidly that texts on it date quickly, so this new edition—while keeping the same basic structure as its predecessors—has been significantly overhauled and updated:


   •  Chapter 4 has been rewritten and expanded to incorporate substantial developments since 2013, including the Greek crisis, the Brexit (Britain’s withdrawal from the EU), and the ongoing refugee crisis.


   •  The chapters on institutions (5–10) have been revised to account for developments since 2013 and to inject new analytical material, such as the selection process for the president of the Commission and the expanded role of the European Central Bank. Chapters 7 and 10 have been restructured and substantially updated in order to give a clearer picture of the workings of the European Parliament and of public opinion in Europe and the results of the 2014 EP elections.


   •  The chapters on policy (11–15) have been overhauled to include all the latest developments in the different policy areas. The chapters on the EU’s relations with the United States and with the rest of the world have been thoroughly revised. Those on economic policy and the single market and on agricultural, environmental, and cohesion policy have been restructured and updated. There is completely new material on topics such as the euro and economic policy; the European Central Bank; justice and home affairs; and the EU’s relations with the BRIC countries (Britain, Russia, India, China) and the Middle East.


   •  Several of the boxes have been replaced; new figures, tables, and maps have been added and existing ones have been updated; and the titles in the lists of Further Reading have been updated to reflect newer scholarship. For the first time, photographs have been added to many of the chapters.


   •  A number of the “Chapter Overview” and “Questions to Consider” sections in each chapter have been revised.


   •  Throughout the book, even more emphasis has been placed on the relationship between the United States and the EU: on the similarities and differences in their institutional structures; on what effects U.S. foreign policy has had on European integration; on changes in the relationship between the two actors; on the comparisons that can be made regarding their character, values, and places in the global system; and on what they mean for each other.


The biggest influence on this book has come from the students in the courses we have taught on European politics at our respective universities. It was their needs and concerns that drove the first edition, and their responses have since been the driving force in the revisions that came with each new edition. Both of us would like to thank the anonymous reviewers drafted by Westview to comment on this new edition, and the editorial team at Westview Press for their encouragement and their fine job on production. Jonathan thanks his family, friends, and colleagues at Texas Woman’s University for their continued support of this project. A special thanks goes out to Farida Khan of the University of Wisconsin–Parkside for her help with economic data. John gives his thanks and love to his wife, Leanne, and their two sons, Ian and Stuart, who are good at reminding him that there is life outside the academy.
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A Note on Terminology


Anyone writing a book about the EU is faced with the challenge of deciding when and where to use the terms European Economic Community, European Community, and European Union. We have opted for the third except in cases of specific references to historical events where it would not make sense. We have also occasionally used Europe where European Union would be more accurate, mainly for stylistic reasons but also to make the point that the two terms increasingly have the same meaning. Finally, we have used the term Eastern Europe to refer to all those countries that were once behind the iron curtain, conscious that many in those countries like to make a distinction between Eastern and Central Europe.









INTRODUCTION


            We cannot aim at anything less than the union of Europe as a whole, and we look forward with confidence to the day when that union will be achieved.


            —WINSTON CHURCHILL, THE HAGUE CONGRESS, MAY 1948


            That such an unnecessary and irrational project as building a European superstate was ever embarked on will seem in future years to be perhaps the greatest folly of the modern era.


            —MARGARET THATCHER, STATECRAFT: STRATEGIES FOR A CHANGING WORLD, 2003


The European Union is the world’s wealthiest capitalist marketplace, the world’s biggest trading power, and—along with the United States—one of the two most influential political actors in the world. Its emergence has changed the character and definition of Europe, helped bring to the region the longest uninterrupted spell of general peace in its recorded history, and altered the balance of global power by helping Europeans reassert themselves on the world stage. By building a single market and developing common policies in a wide range of different areas, Europeans have come to relate to each other differently and have set aside many of their traditional differences in the interests of cooperation. The EU has brought fundamental changes to the way Europe functions, the way it is seen by others, and the way others—most notably the United States—work with Europe.


And yet the European project has raised many doubts and attracted many critics, even more so in the wake of a severe debt crisis that has tested the staying power of the euro, the EU’s common currency. Some question the wisdom of European states transferring authority to a joint system of governance that is often criticized for its elitism and its lack of accountability and transparency. Others debate whether the EU works as efficiently as it might and whether it has outgrown itself. It is often faulted for its inability to reach common agreement on critical foreign and security policy issues (such as the recent refugee crisis in Europe and how to deal with the Syrian civil war) and to match its economic and political power with military power.


Skeptics have routinely drawn attention to the EU’s economic difficulties, to its mixed record on dealing with ethnic and religious diversity, and to worries about demographic trends as birthrates decline and Europeans become older. For journalists and academics it has become almost de rigueur to talk and write of the crises in European governance, to point with alarm and foreboding at the latest example of a failure by European leaders to agree, and to question the long-term viability of the EU. Indeed, in the light of recent economic problems, Brexit, and a troubling refugee crisis, some have even begun to doubt whether the European project will survive or whether the EU can truly be considered a world powerhouse.


In a 2012 editorial in the New York Times, the British historian Timothy Garton Ash argued that to include the EU with the United States and China in a “global Big Three” would be to invite laughter from elites in Beijing, Washington, or other world capitals. For Garton Ash, the crisis in the eurozone had demonstrated that the “five great drivers of European unification”—the legacy of “never again” left behind by World War II; the Soviet threat; the determination of Germany, as Europe’s economic powerhouse, to sacrifice its own interests for those of Europe; the desire of Eastern European countries to belong to a common Europe; and the assumption that the EU would mean a continuous rise in living standards—have been exhausted. If the EU is really going to play the role it sees itself as playing, Garton Ash concludes, then it will have to pursue a course of more thoroughgoing integration, with a common identity and more comprehensive and muscular policies, from the social and economic spheres to—most especially—foreign affairs and security issues.1


Meanwhile, many Europeans are puzzled about how the EU functions and uncertain about how they feel about the changes it seems to have made in their lives. Americans are even more puzzled; many are—or at least have been, until recently—only vaguely aware of the EU’s existence and do not yet fully understand what difference it has made to Europe or to transatlantic relations. American political leaders are more attuned to its implications, as are corporate and financial leaders who have had to learn to deal as much with a twenty-eight-member regional grouping as with each of the individual states in the EU; even American tourists have noticed a difference as they use the euro in place of many different national currencies. But doubts remain about the bigger picture and about what difference the EU has made. To complicate matters, there is no agreement on just how we should define and understand the EU. It is not a European superstate, and suggestions that it might one day become a United States of Europe are greeted with a volatile mixture of enthusiasm and hostility.


The origins of the EU, and the motives behind European integration, are relatively clear. Frustrated and appalled by war and conflict, many Europeans argued over the centuries in favor of setting aside national differences in the collective interest. The first serious thoughts about a peaceful and voluntary union came after the horrors of World War I, but the concept matured following the devastation of World War II, when the most serious Europeanists spoke of replacing national governments with a European federation. They dreamed of integrating European economies and removing controls on the movement of people, money, goods, and services; they were driven by the desire to promote peace and to build a single European market that could compete with the United States.


The first tangible step came in April 1951 with the signing of the Treaty of Paris, which created the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), set up at least in part to prove a point about the feasibility and benefits of regional integration. Progress in the 1950s and 1960s was modest, but then the European Economic Community (EEC) was launched, membership began to expand, the goals of integration became more ambitious, and we now have today’s European Union: an entity that has its own institutions and body of laws, twenty-eight member states and more than 500 million residents, a common currency used by more than half its members, and increasing agreement on a wide range of common policy areas. The Cold War–era political and economic divisions between Western and Eastern Europe have almost disappeared, and it is now less realistic to think of European states in isolation than as partners in an ever-changing European Union. The fudge word integration is used more often than unification to describe what has been happening, but those who champion the EU suggest that political union of some kind is almost inevitable. It may not be a United States of Europe, and it may turn out to be a loose association in which more power rests with the member states, but they find it hard to imagine a future in which European political union is not a reality.


Part 1 (Chapters 1–4) provides context by first surveying the most important theories and concepts of regional integration and then showing how and why the EU has evolved. Giving the background on the earliest ideas about European unification sets the scene for the creation of the ECSC, whose founding members were France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg. This was followed in 1957 by the signing of the two Treaties of Rome, which created the EEC and the European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom). With the same six members as the ECSC, the EEC set out to build an integrated multinational economy among its members, to achieve a customs union, to encourage free trade, and to harmonize standards, laws, and prices among its members. It witnessed greater productivity, channeled new investment into industry and agriculture, and became more competitive in the world market.
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By the late 1960s, the EEC had all the trappings of a new level of European government, based mainly in Brussels, the capital of Belgium. Analysts refused to describe it as a full-blown political system, but it had its own executive and bureaucracy (the European Commission), its own protolegislature (the European Parliament), its own judiciary (the Court of Justice), and its own legal system. Over time, the word economic was dropped from the name, giving way to the European Community (EC). Its successes drew new members, starting with Britain, Denmark, and Ireland in 1973, and moving on to Greece, Portugal, and Spain in the 1980s, East Germany joining via German unification, and Austria, Finland, and Sweden joining in the 1990s. The most recent round of enlargement came in 2004–2007 with the addition of twelve mainly Eastern European member states, including Hungary, Poland, and the three former Soviet Baltic states. Croatia became the EU’s newest member in 2013. The character and reach of integration have been changed along the way with revisions to the founding treaties:


   •  In 1987 the Single European Act (SEA) led to the elimination of almost all remaining barriers to the movement of people, money, goods, and services among the twelve member states.


   •  In 1993 the Maastricht treaty on European Union committed the EC to the creation of a single currency, a common citizenship, and a common foreign and security policy and gave new powers over law and policy to the EC institutions. It also made the EC part of a broader new entity called the European Union.


   •  In 1998 and 2003 the treaties of Amsterdam and Nice built on these changes, fine-tuned the powers of the institutions, and helped prepare the EU for new members from Eastern Europe.


   •  An attempt was made in 2002–2004 to provide focus and permanence by replacing the accumulated treaties with a European constitution. But the finished product was lengthy, detailed, and controversial, and it had to be ratified by every EU member state before it could come into force. When French and Dutch voters turned it down in 2005, there was another brief “crisis” before European leaders reached agreement in 2007 to draw up a new treaty based on much of the content of the failed constitution.


   •  The resulting Treaty of Lisbon fundamentally reformed several of the EU’s institutions and attempted to give more coherence to the Union’s policies, even while avoiding the language and trappings of a constitution that had been unpopular with many EU citizens.


The European Union today is the largest economic bloc in the world, accounting for about one-fifth of global gross domestic product (GDP) and almost 20 percent of global trade. It has replaced many of its national currencies with a new single currency, the euro, which has taken its place alongside the U.S. dollar and the Japanese yen as one of the world’s primary currencies (its recent problems notwithstanding). Although this is beginning to come under some strain, there is now virtually unlimited free movement of people, money, goods, and services among most of its member states. The EU has its own flag (a circle of twelve gold stars on a blue background) and its own anthem (“Ode to Joy” from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony), national passports have been replaced with a uniform EU passport, and in many ways Brussels has become the new capital of Europe.


Part 2 (Chapters 5–10) looks at the European institutions, explaining how they work and how they relate to each other. Their powers and authority have grown steadily since the 1950s, although their work is often misunderstood by Europeans, and analysts continue to disagree over their character and significance. There are five main institutions:


   •  The European Commission. Based in Brussels, this is the executive and administrative branch of the EU, responsible for developing new EU laws and policies and for overseeing their implementation.


   •  The Council of the EU. Also based in Brussels, this is the major decision-making body of the EU, made up of government ministers from each of the member states. Working with the European Parliament, the Council makes the votes that turn Commission proposals into European law.


   •  The European Parliament. Divided among Strasbourg, Luxembourg, and Brussels, the members of the European Parliament are directly elected to five-year terms by the voters of the member states. Although it cannot introduce proposals for new laws, Parliament can discuss Commission proposals, and it has equal powers with the Council of Ministers over adoption.


   •  The European Court of Justice. Based in Luxembourg, the Court interprets national and EU law and helps build a common body of law that is uniformly applied throughout the member states. It bases its decisions on the treaties, which in some respects function as a constitution of the EU.


   •  The European Council. This is less an institution than a forum, consisting of the political leaders of the member states. They meet at least four times per year to make broad decisions on policy, the details of which are worked out by the Commission and the Council of the EU.


Part 3 (Chapters 11–16) focuses on the policies pursued by the European Union, looking at what integration has meant for the member states and for Europeans themselves. Covering economic, monetary, agricultural, cohesion, environmental, social, foreign, and security policies, this section examines the EU policy-making process, identifies the key influences on that process, and looks at its consequences and implications. The final chapter focuses on relations between the EU and the United States, which have blown hot and cold over the years.


Because European integration continues to be a work in progress, with a final destination that remains unclear, the relative balance of power among national governments and EU institutions is still evolving. That balance will continue to change as more countries join the EU and as integration reaches further into the lives of Europeans. All of this raises the key question: Why should Americans care about the EU? More specifically: What does it matter on this side of the Atlantic, and what effect will these changes have on our lives?


The most immediate implications are economic. Through most of the Cold War, the U.S. had it relatively good: it was the world’s biggest national economy and national exporter, it had the world’s strongest and most respected currency, its corporations dominated the international marketplace and sold their products and services all over the world, and it led the world in the development of new technology. But much has changed in recent decades with the rise of competition first from Japan, then from Europe, and increasingly from China and India. The U.S. still has the world’s biggest national economy, but the combined European market is significantly larger, and its population is nearly two-thirds bigger. European corporations are becoming bigger, more numerous, and more competitive, and the EU long ago displaced the U.S. as the world’s biggest exporter and importer. And as one of the world’s economic powers, naturally the EU’s economic problems also have global economic significance.


All of this also applies to the bilateral relationship between the U.S. and EU. The EU is the United States’ largest trading partner, with about one-fifth of its merchandise trade with the EU. The EU is also the source of about two-thirds of all the foreign direct investment in the United States and Canada, most of it coming from Britain, the Netherlands, France, and Germany. Subsidiaries of European companies employ several million Americans—more than the affiliates of all other countries combined—and account for about 15 percent of all manufacturing jobs in the United States and Canada. U.S. corporations, meanwhile, have made their biggest overseas investments in the EU. We often see and hear worried analyses in North America about the rise of China, but while the volume of Chinese exports to the U.S. is certainly catching up with that from the EU, Europe is still by far the most important economic partner of the United States.


TABLE 0.1 The EU in Figures
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The rise of the EU also has important political implications for North America. During the Cold War the most critical political relationship in the world was that between the United States and the Soviet Union—much else that happened in the world was determined by the attempts of the two adversaries to outwit and outmaneuver one another. With the collapse of the USSR and the end of the Cold War, it became usual to see the United States described as the world’s last remaining superpower, and even perhaps as a hyperpower. But while the United States is unmatched in the size, reach, and firepower of its military, globalization has helped make political and economic relationships as important as investments in the ability to wage war. The U.S. spends almost as much on defense every year as the rest of the world combined, but this has not guaranteed its security, and in the view of many critics has actually made both the U.S. and the world less safe.


Meanwhile, the political influence of the EU has grown. Its economic might cannot be ignored; its policy positions have often been less controversial than many of those taken by the United States; and while the U.S. is associated (not always fairly) with hard power (coercion, threats, and the use of military force), the EU is associated with soft power (diplomacy, economic opportunity, and negotiation). The contrast is clear in the records of the U.S. and the EU on the promotion of democracy. Recent American leaders have made much of the importance of spreading democracy, but they have invested more time and money in using military means to achieve their objectives. Meanwhile, the promise of access to the European marketplace or even—for the select few—of membership in the European Union has arguably had a greater effect on promoting lasting democratic change and economic development, at least for Europe’s closest neighbors. This reasoning led to the European Union receiving the 2012 Nobel Prize for Peace.


Just in the past few years, the relative roles of the United States and the European Union in the international system have been transformed. During the Cold War, Western Europe relied on the United States for security guarantees and economic investment. The two partners gave the impression that they saw eye to eye and made many public statements of solidarity. But behind the scenes there were tensions and crises as they disagreed over policy and over how to deal with the Soviet threat. Since the end of the Cold War, the disagreements have spilled into the open. The two are now economic competitors, Europeans are less willing to accede to U.S. policy leadership, and the two have become increasingly aware of what divides them. They differ not just over the use of military power but on how to deal with many international problems (including terrorism, climate change, nuclear proliferation, the Arab-Israeli problem, and conflict in the Middle East in general) and on a wide range of social values and norms. The result has been the emergence of two models of government, two sets of opinions about how the world works, and two sets of possible responses to pressing international concerns.


For all these reasons, we cannot ignore the European Union, nor can we understand the world today without understanding how the EU works and how it has altered the balance of global power. Indeed, even the EU’s problems and challenges have worldwide implications. Not everyone is convinced that European integration is a good idea or that the EU has been able to fully capitalize on its assets and resources, but—like it or not—the changes it has wrought cannot be significantly undone. The pace of global political and economic change is accelerating, and the results of the European experiment have fundamentally changed the way in which the world functions and the place of the United States in the international system.


Notes


1. Timothy Garton Ash, “Can Europe Survive the Rise of the Rest?,” New York Times, September 2, 2012, B5.
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WHAT IS THE EUROPEAN UNION?


CHAPTER OVERVIEW


   •  Because the EU is a political arrangement that defies easy categorization, there has been much more vigorous theoretical debate about how to understand it than there has been for conventional states, such as the U.S.


   •  How we approach the EU still depends in large part on how we think about the role of the state. Consequently, there are at least five ways to conceptualize the EU—as an international organization, a regional integration association, a political system in its own right, a unique entity, or something that exhibits and combines all four of these.


   •  Theories analyzing the EU can be divided into two broad categories: those explaining how the EU evolved and those explaining what it has become. Although the first category—which includes the theories of neofunctionalism and intergovernmentalism—was long dominated by scholars of international relations, the second category has increasingly become the province of scholars of comparative politics. The latter see the EU as a political system with its own institutions, processes, procedures, and policies. In recent years the term multilevel governance has emerged as one way to understand the EU as a political system.


Numerous books have been published on national systems of politics and government, but rarely do they begin with a chapter defining their subject. No survey of the United States, for example, would begin by asking “What is the United States?” We know that it is a country with an established and self-contained political system, with institutions bound together by laws and political processes, and for which there are a multitude of explanatory theories and an extensive political science vocabulary. But the European Union is an animal of a different stripe: it is a unique political arrangement that defies easy definition or categorization and does not fit orthodox ideas about politics and government. It is clearly much more than a conventional international organization, but it is less than a European superstate. We do not even have a noun that comfortably describes the EU: for some it is an “actor,” but for others it is simply sui generis, or unique.


This uniqueness has spawned a vigorous debate over theory, which plays a much greater role in the process of trying to understand the EU than it does in trying to understand the United States. Initially, the debate was dominated by explanations generated by the subdiscipline of international relations (IR). The EU was approached as an international organization driven by decisions made among the governments of the member states; European institutions were seen as less important than national institutions, although the supranational element of the European Economic Community—those aspects of its work and personality that rose above national interests—were not ignored. Since the 1990s there has been a reaction against the dominance of IR, and new studies of the EU have been influenced just as much by theories and analyses arising out of the subfields of comparative politics and public policy. In other words, rather than being portrayed as an international organization (albeit one with unique features and powers), the EU is now increasingly seen as a political system in its own right. More attention is being paid to the executive, legislative, and judicial features of its institutions, to the channels through which EU citizens engage with the EU (such as elections, referendums, and the work of interest groups), and to its public policy processes.


The field of EU studies remains fluid, however, and there is no agreement among either scholars or political leaders about how best to classify and understand the EU, and no agreement on the balance of power between EU institutions and member state governments. Although there is no shortage of competing theories of European integration, there is no single, generally accepted theoretical framework. Undaunted, this chapter outlines the foundations of the debate by looking at a selection of the major concepts and theories of integration, divided into two broad categories: theories of how the EU evolved and theories of what it has become. The chapter begins with a survey of the role of the state, then reviews attempts to understand how and why the EU emerged and developed. Finally, it looks at different analyses of the structure of the EU, focusing in particular on the federal and confederal qualities of the EU.


THE ROLE OF THE STATE


The EU scholar Ben Rosamond once suggested four possible approaches to the study of the EU.1 First, we could try to understand it as an international organization, tying it to the substantial literature on such organizations. Second, we could study it as an example of regionalism in the global economic system and compare it with other regional blocs such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) or the Latin American free-trade grouping named Mercosur. Third, we could approach it as an example of the dynamics of policy making in an attempt to better understand the process by which policy is made and how it is influenced by actors interested in the use of power. Finally, we could try to understand it purely on its own terms, as a unique organization that emerged out of a unique set of circumstances. But his list overlooked a critical fifth option: we could also try to understand the EU as a political system in its own right and compare its structure and operating principles with those of conventional national political systems.2 This approach to the EU figures prominently in the multilevel governance approach discussed below.


Of course, how we approach the EU depends in large part on how we think about the role of the state, which has for centuries dominated studies of politics and government. A state is usually defined as a legal and physical entity that (a) operates within a fixed and populated territory, (b) has authority over that territory, (c) is legally and politically independent, and (d) is recognized by its people and by other states. Most people—particularly when they cross international borders—identify themselves as citizens of a state and distinguish themselves from the citizens of other states by all the trappings of citizenship: legal residence, passports, allegiance to their national flag, protection by their home government, and a sense of belonging.


Just how long states have been important to an understanding of the ways in which societies are governed is debatable, but the 1648 Peace of Westphalia—which brought an end to two European wars and resulted in many territorial adjustments—is usually taken as a convenient starting point. Many states existed long before 1648, but Westphalia gave a new permanence to the idea of borders and sovereignty. As a result, the term Westphalian is often used as shorthand by political scientists to describe the international state system that has existed since then.3 


In spite of its philosophical domination, the state has many critics. States are accused of dividing humans rather than uniting them and of encouraging people to place sectional interests above the broader interests of humanity. Identification with states is often associated with nationalism—the belief that every state should be founded on a nation and that national identity should be promoted through political action. But because few states coincide with nations, and most European states in particular consist of multiple national groups, nationalism can lead to internal instability; to a belief in national superiority; to ethnocentrism, racism, and genocide; and, in the worst cases, to war within and between states. Nationalism was at the heart of many of the disputes and wars that destabilized European politics for centuries, reaching their nadir with World War I and World War II.4 In the 1990s, nationalist violence tore the former Yugoslavia into several pieces, and even today, several European states—Britain and Spain, for example—contain national minorities campaigning and agitating for greater self-government or even independence.


Americans have much less direct familiarity with the difficulties of nationalism than Europeans. The United States for most of its history has been relatively stable and united, avoiding the kinds of nationalist pressures and jealousies that have long brought stress to European societies. It had a civil war, it is true, but the conflict was primarily over policy differences—notably, attitudes toward slavery—and was fueled by economic pressures. Internal nationalist divisions have rarely been an issue for Americans, who, as a result, often find it difficult to understand nationalism in Europe. But they have long been at the core of European political, economic, and social developments.


Criticisms of the state contributed to the growth of international cooperation in the twentieth century, particularly after 1945. Seeking to reduce tensions and promote cooperation, states signed international treaties, reduced barriers to trade, worked together on shared problems, and formed a network of international organizations (IOs). Usually defined as bodies that promote voluntary cooperation and coordination between or among their members but have neither autonomous powers nor the authority to impose their rulings on their members, IOs are mainly a product of the second half of the twentieth century. By one estimate, there were fewer than 220 IOs in 1909, about 1,000 in 1951, and about 4,000 in 1972. Then came the era of growth: by 1989 there were nearly 25,000 IOs in the world, and today there are more than 50,000.5 They include intergovernmental organizations (IGOs)—which consist of representatives of national governments and promote voluntary cooperation among those governments—and international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs)—consisting of individuals or the representatives of private associations rather than states.


The growth of IOs has led to the building of institutions in which states can attend to matters of mutual interest, the agreement of international treaties, the reduction and removal of trade barriers, and—in some cases—regional integration. This does not mean that states surrender their separate legal, political, economic, social, or national identities, but rather that they pool authority in selected areas and set up shared institutions with restricted powers. The ultimate expression of integration would be full political union, where states would create a new level of joint government and surrender or transfer most of their existing powers. This is what some hope will happen with the EU, while others regard it as the most dangerous risk of integration.


Integration involves the surrender, transfer, or pooling of sovereignty, the rights of jurisdiction that states have over their people and territory and that cannot legally be challenged by any other authority. Regional institutions are authorized to coordinate the making of new rules and regulations to which their member states are subject, although their work is restricted to the policy areas in which the member states have agreed that they should work together rather than separately, and the members collectively have the final say on the adoption of common rules and regulations. Regional institutions do not have powers of enforcement; they may be able to fine or embarrass members into action, but the execution of laws and policies is left to the governments of the member states.


HOW DID THE EU EVOLVE?


The underlying motive behind European integration has always been peace. Exasperated by the frequency with which Europeans had gone to war over the centuries, and determined after 1945 to create a permanent peace, a number of thinkers outlined what they saw as the necessary conditions. Federalists argued that postwar Europe needed to be rebuilt on the basis of a complete break with the past, replacing national states with a new European federation. Federalism was based on the ideas that states had lost their political rights because they could not guarantee the safety of their citizens6 and that political integration would be followed by economic, social, and cultural integration. The European Union of Federalists was created in 1946 with these views in mind, but their plan was too radical for the tastes of many, and by the time they met at their first congress in 1948, national political systems were being rebuilt and the moment (assuming there ever had been one) had passed. All they were able to agree on was the creation of the Council of Europe, which had the more modest goal of intra-European cooperation.


A contrasting philosophical option was offered by David Mitrany (1888–1975), a Romanian-born British social scientist. He was interested in the achievement of world peace more generally, not with European integration—in fact, he was opposed to regional unification because he felt it would replace international tensions with interregional tensions—and yet his ideas formed the starting point for discussions about the road to integration. Mitrany saw nationalism as the root of conflict and argued that states should be bound together by a network of international agencies that built on common interests and had authority in functionally specific fields.7 In other words, the economic and functional ties would precede the political ties. These agencies would be executive bodies with autonomous powers and would perform some of the same tasks as national governments, only at a different level; governments would slowly find themselves living in a web of international agencies and less capable of independent action.8 


The idea behind functionalism was to “sneak up on peace” by promoting integration in relatively noncontroversial areas such as postal services or a particular sector of industry, or by harmonizing technical issues such as weights and measures.9 Success in one area would encourage cooperation in others, and national sovereignty would gradually decline, to be replaced by a new international community. But the story did not unfold as Mitrany had hoped because states did not give up significant powers to new international organizations.


American political scientists Ernst Haas (1924–2003) and Leon Lindberg were among the first to try to understand European integration in particular, and their deliberations resulted in the adaptation of Mitrany’s theories as neofunctionalism. Their thinking was in part a response to realism, then the dominant theory in IR, which argued that states were the most important actors in international relations, that domestic policy could be clearly separated from foreign policy, and that rational self-interest and conflicting national objectives led states to protect their interests relative to other states. Realists talked of an anarchic global system in which states used both conflict and cooperation to ensure security through a balance of power among states. By contrast, Haas tried to understand how and why states voluntarily mingled, merged, and mixed with their neighbors while acquiring new techniques for resolving conflict.10 He saw territorially based governing organizations as important “agents of integration”11 and argued that once governments had launched the process of integration, it would take on a life of its own (an “expansive logic”) through the phenomenon of “spillover.” Lindberg described this as a process by which “a given action, related to a specific goal, creates a situation in which the original goal can be assured only by taking further actions, which in turn create a further condition and a need for more action.”12 




 






Box 1.1 Stages in Regional Integration


The concept of functional spillover has been applied to the process by which economic ties can move a group of states from limited economic integration to full political union. If there were a logical progression to this process in the EU, it might look something like this:


         1.  Two or more states create a free trade area by eliminating internal barriers to trade (such as tariffs and border restrictions) while keeping their own external tariffs against nonmember states. This happened in the European Economic Community (EEC) in the 1960s, and the United States, Canada, and Mexico have been engaged in a less ambitious attempt since 1994 with NAFTA.


         2.  The growth of internal free trade increases the pressure on the member states to agree to a common external tariff; otherwise all the goods coming in to the free trade area from outside would come through the country with the lowest tariffs. Agreement on a common external tariff creates a customs union. This happened in the EEC in 1968.


         3.  The reduction of internal trading barriers expands the size of the market available to agriculture, industry, and services, so these sectors want to expand their operations throughout the customs union. This increases investment in those countries and increases the demand for the removal of barriers to the movement of capital and labor, creating a single market. The European single market was more or less completed by the early 1990s.


         4.  With people moving more freely within the single market, pressure grows for coordinated policies on education, retraining schemes, unemployment benefits, pensions, health care, and other services. This in turn increases the demand for coordinated interest rates, stable exchange rates, common policies on inflation, and ultimately a single currency, thereby creating an economic union. This has happened with those EU states that have adopted the euro.


         5.  The demands of economic integration lead to growing political integration as the governments of the member states work more closely and more frequently together. The pressure grows for common policies in many other sectors, including foreign and defense policy, leading to political union. Although the EU has made progress in this direction, the idea of full political union remains controversial.






 





Consider the following examples, which illustrate how spillover could explain the evolution of EU integration:


   •  Functional spillover implies that economies are so interconnected that if states integrate one sector of their economies, it will lead to the integration of other sectors.13 Functional IGOs would have to be created to oversee this process, the power of national government institutions would decline, and there would eventually be economic and political union (for further discussion of this, see Box 1.1).


   •  Technical spillover implies that disparities in standards will cause states to rise (or sink) to the level of those with the tightest (or loosest) regulations. For example, Greece and Portugal—which had few environmental controls before they joined the EU—adopted such controls because of the requirements of EU law, which in turn had been driven by pressures from states with tight environmental controls, such as Germany and the Netherlands.


   •  Political spillover implies that once different functional sectors are integrated, interest groups (such as corporate lobbies and labor unions) will switch from trying to influence national governments to trying to influence regional institutions, which will encourage them in an attempt to win new powers for themselves. The groups will appreciate the benefits of integration, and politics will increasingly be played out at the regional rather than the national level.14 Corporate lobbies and labor unions are already doing this in the EU, although they remain very involved at the national level as well.


Joseph Nye added a new dimension to the debate in 1971 by taking neofunctionalism out of the European context and looking at non-Western experiences. He concluded that regional integration involved an “integrative potential” that depended on several conditions:


   •  The economic equality or compatibility of the states involved.


   •  The extent to which the elite groups that control economic policy in the member states think alike and hold the same values.


   •  The extent of interest group activity, or pluralism. (The extent of interest group activity at the European level shows that many corporate and public interest groups see Brussels as an important focus for lobbying.)


   •  The capacity of the member states to adapt and respond to public demands, which depends in turn on levels of domestic stability and the capacity—or desire—of decision makers to respond.16 




 






Box 1.2 NAFTA and the EU Compared


Although Europeans have traveled far along the road of regional integration, North Americans are at an earlier stage in the journey. NAFTA is a more modest exercise in free trade that has raised some of the same economic and political questions in the United States, Canada, and Mexico as have been raised in Europe by the EU.15 It was an outgrowth of the Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement, which was signed in 1988 and came into effect on January 1, 1989, aimed at reducing barriers to trade between Canada and the United States. This evolved into NAFTA with the signing of a treaty in December 1992, which expanded free trade to Mexico, effective on January 1, 1994.


The original goals of NAFTA were to phase out all tariffs on textiles, apparel, cars, trucks, vehicle parts, and telecommunications equipment by 2004; to phase out all barriers to agricultural trade by 2009; to open up the North American advertising market; to allow truck drivers to cross borders freely; to allow banks, securities firms, and insurance companies total access to all three markets; and to loosen rules on the movement of corporate executives and some professionals. No institutions were created beyond two commissions, which can arbitrate in disagreements over environmental standards and working conditions.


But progress has been modest. Trade between the U.S. and Canada is booming, but then they already had one of the world’s biggest and most successful trade relationships before NAFTA was initiated. U.S.-Mexican trade has grown, leading to the creation of more jobs in the U.S., but how much of this is due to NAFTA and how much would have happened anyway is hard to say. There have been some job losses in the U.S., as labor unions predicted, but the trends were discernible before NAFTA was signed; the unemployment rate in the U.S. did not worsen as a result of NAFTA, and outsourcing has resulted in many more jobs moving to other parts of the world than to Mexico.


The opening of borders was slowed first by concerns about illegal immigration and international terrorism, and then by the drug war that broke out in Mexico in 2007. There is general political agreement in the U.S. that NAFTA has helped promote economic growth in Mexico, but there has been only limited economic convergence between Canada and the U.S. on the one hand and Mexico on the other; although significant progress has been made, Mexico still needs to do far more to free up its economy and to invest in education and infrastructure. There has also been no growth in common institutions: NAFTA has only small secretariats based in Washington, Ottawa, and Mexico City, and there has been little evidence of neofunctionalism at work in North America.






 





On almost all of these counts, the EU has long had a relatively high integrative potential, in contrast to the NAFTA parties. The United States and Canada may be strong motive forces for integration, but they are much wealthier than Mexico in both per capita and absolute terms. Elite groups in Mexico are more strongly in favor of state intervention in the marketplace than are those in the United States and Canada, labor unions in the United States have been critical of NAFTA, and public opinion is more easily controlled and manipulated in Mexico than in the United States and Canada. NAFTA has not had a significant impact on closing the gaps so far, and many obstacles remain to the development of the North American single market; not least of these is the fear north of the Rio Grande about immigration from Mexico and the destabilizing effects of Mexican drug-related violence (see Box 1.2).


Neofunctionalism dominated studies of European integration during the 1950s and 1960s but briefly fell out of favor during the 1970s, which Haas explained by arguing that it lacked strong predictive capabilities.17 However, there were two additional problems. First, the process of integrating Europe seemed to have ground to a halt in the mid-1970s, undermined in part by the failure of the European Commission (the Community’s main executive body) to provide the kind of leadership that was vital to the idea of neofunctionalism. Second, the theory of spillover needed more elaboration. Critics of neofunctionalism argued that it was too linear, that it needed to be expanded or modified to accommodate different pressures for integration, and that it needed to be seen in conjunction with other influences.


One of the earliest responses to neofunctionalism was offered by Stanley Hoffmann (1928–2015), who in the mid-1960s argued that it concentrated too much on the internal dynamics of integration without paying enough attention to the global context. He instead argued that the process was best understood as intergovernmental. Although nonstate actors played an important role, the pace and nature of integration were ultimately driven by national governments pursuing national interests: they alone had legal sovereignty and the political legitimacy that came from being elected, and they alone ultimately determined the pace of integration.18 


A variation on this theme is liberal intergovernmentalism, associated with scholars such as Paul Taylor, Robert Keohane, and Andrew Moravcsik. Emerging in the 1980s and 1990s, it combines the neofunctionalist view of the importance of domestic politics with recognition of the role of the EU member state governments in making major political choices; in other words, the positions of the governments of the member states are decided at the domestic level, and then European integration moves forward as a result of intergovernmental bargains reached at the European level. As outlined by Moravcsik, integration advances as a result of a combination of factors such as the commercial interests of economic producers and the relative bargaining power of major governments.19 


WHAT HAS THE EU BECOME?


Most of the early theoretical debates about the EU focused on trying to explain how it had evolved. With time, the focus began to shift to attempts to explain what the EU had become and how it worked. But here too there have been many disagreements and few generally accepted conclusions. On the one hand, the EU has some of the qualities of an international organization: its members are nation-states, membership is voluntary, the balance of sovereignty lies with the member states, decision making is consultative, and the procedures used are based on consent rather than compulsion. On the other hand, the EU also has some of the qualities of a state: it has internationally recognized boundaries (even if these have changed quite dramatically over a short period of time as the EU has gone through cycles of enlargement), there is a European system of law to which all member states are subject, and it has increasing authority to influence and control the lives of Europeans. In many policy areas the balance of responsibility and power has shifted to the European level, and in some areas—such as trade—it has become all but sovereign and is recognized by other states as an equal player.


However, it is neither one nor the other, and all we can say with any certainty—as noted earlier—is that it is more than a conventional international organization but less than a European superstate. The critical issues are (a) the relative powers of the member states and the EU institutions and (b) just where the EU sits on the continuum between intergovernmentalism (key decisions are made as a result of negotiations among representatives of the member states) and supranationalism (autonomous governing bodies of the EU have the power and authority to make decisions above the level of the member states and in the interests of the EU as a whole).


Some have questioned the assumption that intergovernmentalism and supranationalism are two extremes on a continuum. Mitrany argued that governments cooperated out of need and that this was “not a matter of surrendering sovereignty, but merely of pooling as much of it as may be needed for the joint performance of the particular task.”20 Keohane and Hoffmann agree, arguing that the EU is “an experiment in pooling sovereignty, not in transferring it from states to supranational institutions.”21 Leon Lindberg and Stuart Scheingold believe that the relationship between the EU and its member states is more symbiotic than competitive.22 Haas argued that supranationalism did not mean that EU institutions exercised authority over national governments but rather that it was a process or a style of decision making in which “the participants refrain from unconditionally vetoing proposals and instead seek to attain agreement by means of compromises upgrading common interests.”23 


For some critics, the key problem with the intergovernmental-supranational debate is that it treats the EU as an international organization and diverts attention away from looking at the EU as a political system in its own right. Instead of being influenced by the thinking of IR, they argue, perhaps we should be looking more at the methods of comparative politics.24 In 1994, Simon Hix argued that those methods could help us understand how governmental power was exercised in the EU, how Europeans related to EU institutions, and how European government was influenced by political parties, elections, and interest groups.25 In other words, instead of studying the EU as a process, we should better understand how it actually works today.26 


Hix was influenced by new institutionalism, an approach to the study of national and comparative politics that tried to revive the focus on the importance of institutions, overcome since the 1960s and 1970s by behavioralism, which had shifted attention away from institutions and toward political processes such as the influence of interest groups. Behavioralists saw institutions as neutral arenas in which different groups competed for influence, but new institutionalists argued that structures and rules biased access to the political process in favor of some groups over others and that institutions could be autonomous political actors in their own right.27 


One of the handicaps faced by comparative politics approaches is the absence of a clearly identifiable European government. The term government typically applies to the institutions and officials (elected or appointed) that make up the formal governing structure of a state and have the powers to make laws and set the formal political agenda. But while the EU has a group of “governing” institutions and several thousand formally employed officials, there is no EU government as such. Instead, many prefer to use the term governance to describe the system of authority in the EU. This refers to an arrangement in which laws and policies are made and implemented without the existence of a formally acknowledged set of governing institutions, but instead as a result of interactions involving a complex variety of actors, including member state governments, EU institutions, interest groups, and other sources of influence. Taking this idea a step further, the term multilevel governance is used by some to explain how the EU is structured. This describes a system in which power is shared among the supranational, national, subnational, and local levels, with considerable interaction among them.28 


In many ways, multilevel governance is just a more subtle and complex expression of the idea of federalism, which has been given relatively little attention by scholars of the EU; as Rosamond notes, there are no famous names in the academic debate about European federalism to compare with Mitrany and Haas,29 in spite of the controversy that surrounds public debates in Europe about federalism. For supporters of federalism, Europe has stopped disappointingly short of becoming a federal union, while for its critics federalism has become a code word for fears of the dangers inherent in the surrender of national sovereignty. This probably comes as a surprise to Americans and Canadians who were raised in federal systems that are at the core of American and Canadian politics and are rarely seriously questioned (even if they are often misunderstood).


In addition to one of the most prominent federal states in the world—the United States—there are about two dozen federations today, including Australia, Austria, Brazil, Canada, Germany, India, and Nigeria.30 In each of these countries, national and local units of government coexist within a system of shared and independent powers, but none has supreme authority over the other. The national (or federal) government usually has sole power over foreign and security policy. These countries have a single currency and a common defense force. A national system of law coexists with local legal systems. There is a written constitution and a court that can issue judgments on disputes between the national and local units of government, and there are at least two levels of government, bureaucracy, and taxation: national and local.


In the U.S. system, federalism prohibits the states from having their own currencies, maintaining militaries in peacetime, making agreements with other states or foreign nations, engaging in war, and—without the consent of Congress—levying taxes on imports or exports. The federal government cannot unilaterally redraw the borders of a state, impose different tax levels by state, give states different levels of representation in the U.S. Senate, or amend the Constitution without the support of three-quarters of the states. Meanwhile, the states reserve all the powers not expressly delegated to the federal government or prohibited to them by the federal government. A key feature of federalism in the U.S. (and also in other strong democracies, such as Germany, Austria, and Australia) is the shared sense of identity of its citizens, the vast majority of whom place their primary loyalty to their country above their loyalty to the states, provinces, or regions in which they live.


Federalism is comparatively poorly understood by most Europeans, partly because they have had little direct experience with the concept: only three EU member states (Austria, Belgium, and Germany) are federations. The EU itself is not a federation because its member states can still do almost everything that the states in the U.S. model (or provinces in the Canadian model) cannot do: they can make treaties with other countries, make many independent decisions on interstate trade, operate their own currencies, maintain their own armies, and go to war. The EU institutions, meanwhile, have few of the powers of the American and Canadian federal governments: they cannot levy taxes, they have no common security policy or military, they are not bound to people through a European citizenship, and they can negotiate with the rest of the world on behalf of the member states only in selected policy areas. And yet federalism is still an important analytical tool, because the EU has some of the features of a federal system of government:


   •  There is a system of European laws that coexists with national systems and is protected by the European Court of Justice.


   •  There is a directly elected European Parliament that coexists with national and subnational legislatures.


   •  There is a common budget and a single currency in most of the member states.


   •  There is a common executive body (the European Commission) that has the authority to oversee external trade negotiations on behalf of all the member states and can sign international treaties on behalf of the member states.


   •  The member states of the EU are increasingly defined not by themselves but in relation to their EU partners.31 


Federalism is not an absolute or a static concept, and it has taken different forms in different situations according to the relative strength and nature of local political, economic, social, historical, and cultural pressures. In the United States, for example, while the balance of power originally favored the states, there has been a gradual shift toward the center as a result of both historical trends toward greater national unity and the growth of federal government programs, which have made states more dependent. In India, by contrast, political fragmentation has occurred in recent years as the states have developed greater self-determination and a new prominence in national politics, particularly through the influence of regional political parties.


A second idea, which appears with even less frequency in debates about the EU, is confederalism. If a federation is a union of peoples living within a single state, then a confederation is a union of states.32 Confederalism describes a system of administration in which two or more states pool limited amounts of authority in a common supranational government. In a federal system, power is divided between national and local units of government, both of which exercise authority over—and are answerable directly to—the citizens. In a confederal system, by contrast, power is held by independent states, the central government derives authority from the states, and there is no direct link between the central government and the citizens. The states transfer specified powers to a higher authority for reasons of convenience, collective security, or efficiency. Where federalism involves the local units giving up power over joint interests to a new and permanent national level of government, the units of confederation are sovereign and the higher authority is relatively weak; it exists at the discretion of the local units and can do only what they allow it to do.


Among the few examples of state confederalism in practice are Switzerland from the medieval era until 1789, and then again from 1815 to 1848; the Netherlands from 1579 to 1795; the United States from 1781 to 1789; and Germany from 1815 to 1866.33 In the United States, the assumption was that the original states might eventually cooperate enough to form a common system of government; however, the 1781 Articles of Confederation created little more than a “league of friendship” that could declare war and conclude treaties but could not levy taxes or regulate commerce, and the army depended on state militias for its support. There was no national executive or judiciary, and Congress (in which each state had one vote) met rarely.


For its part, Switzerland was more purely confederal until 1789, and although it now claims to be a federation, it has given up fewer powers to the national government than has been the case in the United States. The Swiss encourage direct democracy by holding national and local referendums, have a federal assembly elected by proportional representation, and are governed by a federal council elected by the assembly. One of the members of the council is appointed to a one-year term as head of state and head of government.


The European Union is confederal in several ways.


   •  Although authority has been transferred from the member states to the EU institutions, the member states still control the bulk of the power of negotiation and bargaining.


   •  The member states are still distinct units with separate identities, have their own national defense forces and policies, can sign bilateral treaties with other states, and can argue that the EU institutions exist at their discretion.


   •  It is a voluntary association. A member state could leave the EU if it wished, and its action would not legally be defined as secession. Attempts to leave federations, by contrast, have almost always been defined as secession and have usually led to civil war (as happened with the attempted secession of the Confederacy from the United States in 1861, of Chechnya from Russia since 1994, and of Kosovo from Yugoslavia in 1998).


   •  The only direct link between citizens and the EU institutions is the European Parliament. With the Commission, the Council of the EU, and the European Council, authority is derived mainly from the governments of the member states, and representation is indirect.


   •  There is no European government in the sense of elected leaders such as a president, a foreign minister, and a cabinet, and there exists only a variable sense of European identity among the inhabitants of the EU.


   •  The EU may have its own flag and anthem, but most citizens still hold a higher sense of allegiance toward national flags, anthems, and other symbols, and progress toward building a sense of European citizenship has been mixed.


Surprisingly little has been published on confederation as a general concept, let alone on the EU as a confederation. Perhaps part of the problem is that confederalism falls short of what the most enthusiastic European federalists would like for Europe, while still going too far for most Euroskeptics. Another part of the problem may be that in those few cases where confederalism has been tried, it has either failed or has evolved ultimately into a federal system. One study of Europe as a confederation was offered in 1981 by Murray Forsyth, who argued that studies of federalism seemed to have little connection with the realities of European integration and that the study of historical examples of confederations revealed that the EEC was clearly an economic confederation in both content and form.34 Frederick Lister agrees, describing the EU as a “jumbo confederation” whose member states and state governments continue to dominate the EU’s institutions.35 


Through all the debate over how the EU evolved and what it has become, it is clear that there is little agreement among either scholars of the EU or European leaders about how best to understand the EU. Explanations coming out of IR still dominate, but it is clear that the EU has gone far beyond being an international organization and that there is more to its character than a series of intergovernmental bargains. Although many now believe that the EU should be seen as a political system in its own right, comparable in many ways to a conventional state, it is unclear just how far the comparisons can be taken. Paul Magnette, for example, is certain that the EU cannot become a state because its budget is too small, because its institutions tend to perpetuate divisions rather than override them, and because it is not a military power.36 Just what final form the EU will take is anyone’s guess, especially given the uncertainty that the crisis in the eurozone has engendered. It might remain a loose confederal association of states, or it might become a tighter United States of Europe with significant economic and political integration, or it might remain unique. The past offers little real certainty about the future.


Questions to Consider


  1.  In what ways does the EU today challenge traditional notions of the state and its importance to understanding the world of international politics? In what ways does the EU confirm the continuing importance of the state?


  2.  How might the proponents of neofunctionalism and the proponents of intergovernmentalism view the European debt crisis and the EU’s response to it?


  3.  How helpful is the U.S. model of federalism—or the earlier Articles of Confederation—in understanding the political system of the EU?


Further Reading
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Saurugger, Sabine. Theoretical Approaches to European Integration. New York and London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.
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