
Institutions	and	challenges	of	the	European Union

Session	8
26	November	2020	

Samuel	B.H.	Faure
Associate	Professor	of	Political	Science	



Calendar

• 3 Dec: Keynote by Prof. Michel
Mangenot

• 10 Dec: Final Exam Preparation – Q/A
session

• 17 Dec: Final Exam



Outline

• I. What is the EU's problem with democracy?

• II. Does the EU have a future?

• III. Conclusion



I. What is the EU's problem with
democracy?

• 1) Elections: Could we talk
about ‘European’ elections?

• 2) Citizens' attitudes towards
the EU: Opposed or
indifferent?



1.1)	‘European’	elections,	really?	

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T8mQAkj3OT8



1.2) European elections as ‘second-class
elections’…

• Voters consider EU elections less important than
national elections

• Election campaigns are dominated by national political
issues

• Small political parties and protest parties tend to
achieve good electoral results



1.2) European elections as ‘second-class
elections’…

• Participation in EU elections is generally lower than in
national elections

https://election-results.eu/
https://www.politico.eu/interactive/voters-turnout-in-the-european-elections/



1.4)	…	but

• At the European level:
• Beyond national political parties/issues,
transnational issues are emerging

• The parliamentarisation of the EU is
increasing: The EP is more and more powerful

• At the national level:
• Decline in participation in EU elections (19%
from 1979 to 2009)… and in national elections:
• Germany: 20.3% from 1972 to 2009
• France: 25.3% from 1973 to 2012
• US: 19.2% from 1982 to 2010



To	go	a	step further



2) Citizens' attitudes towards the EU:
Opposed or indifferent?



2.1)	Mainstream argument

• Transition from ‘permissive consensus’ (1950-1980) to
‘constrained dissensus’ (1990-2010) (L. Hooghe and G. Marks)

• i) ‘Permissive consensus’ (1950-1980): soft consensus of citizens

• The European Communities are the result of a technocratic
process led by political and economic, national and European
elites

• Citizens are not involved in this regional integration project and
do not express an interest in participating à ‘Whoever says
nothing, agrees’



2.1)	Mainstream argument

• ii) ‘Constrained dissensus’ (1990-2020): polarization of attitudes

• Institutionalisation of the EU:
• Maastricht, Amsterdam, Nice, Lisbon treaties

• Citizens:
• Polarisation of public opinion towards the EU
• Increased mistrust towards national and European political elites
(Euroscepticism)
• à Rejection of the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe
by the French and Dutch (2005), rejection by the Irish of the
Treaty of Lisbon (2008)



2.1)	Mainstream argument

• To sum up

• The more visible European integration is, the more
polarized the politicization of citizens and so the
Euroscepticism

• The level of Euroscepticism/opposition has became
higher



2.2)	Alternative	argument	

• Yes to the decline in opinions in favour of the EU (V.
Van Ingelgom)…

• ... but no to the thesis of ’constrained disensus’
according to which there is a polarisation of citizens'
attitudes (politicisation) or even an increase in
Euroscepticism

• à Less rejection than indifference of citizens towards
the EU



2.2)	Alternative	argument	

• The correlation is stronger:

• between the decline in opinions in favour of the
integration process and the increase in the number of
undecided and indifferent citizens

• than between the decline in opinions in favour of the
integration process and the proportion of citizens who
reject the EU (Euroscepticism)



2.2)	Alternative	argument	

• ‘The proportion of the population included in the category of
opponents (strong and moderate opposition combined) for the
eight countries considered increased from 16% in 1992 to 17% in
2002,

• while the proportion of citizens with a neutral position, falling
into indecision and indifference, increased from 17% to 25% for
all eight countries considered during the same period.

• It is clear that the decline in the category of strong support has
mainly been in favour of the category composed of indifferent
and undecided citizens, which has risen most sharply in the post-
Maastricht period’ (p. 17).



II. Does the EU have a future:
Disintegration or differentiation?



1) A political system of differentiated
integration
• According to Schimmelfenning et
alii (2015):
• The main dynamic is not the
disintegration…
• ... but the differentiated
integration of the EU

• Variable geometry Europe
• A more and more fragmented (and
not unified) EU
• A more and more integrated (and
not disintegrated) EU



2) Defining two types of
differentiation
• i)	‘Horizontal’	differentiation

• Territorial	variation	of	the	EU
• Ex.	Norway,	Erasmus	

• Internal horizontal	differentiation (‘opt-out’)
• Ex.	Danemark,	CSDP	

• External horizontal	differentiation (‘opt-in’)
• Ex.	Island,	Schengen	area	

• ii)	Vertical	differentiation

• Degree of	centralisation	of	power	within the	EU
• Ex.	CAP	vs.	CFSP



Assumptions

• Interdependance +à Integration +

• Politicization +à Differenciation +

• Interdependence + & Politicization + à Internal
differenciation (« opt-out »)

• Interdependence + & Politicization - à External
differenciation (« opt-in »)



Assumptions

Case studies Degree of	
interdependence

Degree of	
politicization

Degree of	
integration

Degree of	
differenciation

Internal Market + - +	 +	(external)

Monetary Union + + +	 +	(internal)

Defence policy - +	 - -



Conclusion:	The	EU	beyond common
sense



I.	INSTITUTIONS	OF	THE	EU

• 1- History

• 2- Governance

• 3- Decision-Making

• 4- Lobbies	



1- HISTORY: What’s the driver of
European integration?

• Common sense: The EU is only the result of
negotiations between States and their
interests. When they converge, the Union
becomes integrated but when they diverge,
the Union splits

• Scientific result: The EU can be
strengthened despite diverging national
interests and through a ‘constructive
ambiguity’ (Jabko, 2009)



2- GOVERNANCE: What are the
(main) EU institutions?
• Common sense: The EU is a
unified and homogeneous
political actor acting as one man
and in a rational way

• Scientific result: The EU is
ordered by a variety of
institutions that represent
different and even divergent
interests (Mérand, Weisbein,
2011)



3- DECISION-MAKING: How does the
EU work?

• Common sense: The EU is driven
either by national interests
(intergovernmental method) or by
supranational institutions (community
method)

• Scientific result: The EU government
is not the result of one institution, but
of a continuous balance of power
between the Member States
(European Council and Council) and
the Commission which are checked by
the Court (Novak, 2017)



4- LOBBIES: How do interest groups
shape the EU?
• Common sense: The EU is under
the control of the lobbies that
control European policy

• Scientific result: Lobbies
represent actors with multiple
resources, objectives and
strategies and have a variable
effect on the EU if they are
‘permanent’ or ‘intermittent’
(Courty, Michel, 2012)



II.	CHALLENGES	OF	THE	EU

• 5- Monetary Policy	

• 6- Migration	Policy	

• 7- Defence Policy	

• 8- Democracy

• 9- The	future	of	the	EU	



5- EURO:	The	monetary policy

• Common sense: The economic and
financial crisis (2008-10) has
reinforced the trend towards an
intergovernemental governance of
the EU

• Scientific result: Supranational
institutions (the ECB, but also the
Court of Justice and the Commission)
have been reinforced during the
Eurozone crisis (Fontan, 2013)



6- MIGRATION:	The	area	of	freedom,	
security and	justice	

• Common sense: The European
migration policy is for some a sieve,
for others a fortress

• Scientific result: Migration policy
reveals ‘multi-level’ governance
(Guiraudon, 2013)



7- A	EUROPEAN	DEFENCE	POLICY:	An	
oxymoron?	
• Common sense: The CSDP does not exist, it is only
based on national defence policies

• Scientific result: The CSDP reveals the differentiated
integration of the EU (Faure, 2017)



8- DEMOCRACY: Looking for a homo
europeanus
• Common sense: European citizens are increasingly
Eurosceptic, i.e. they increasingly reject the EU

• Scientific result: European citizens are more and more
indifferent to the EU (Van Ingelgom, 2012)



9- CONCLUSION: Does the EU have a
future?
• Common sense: The EU is in a
process of disintegration of which
Brexit is a symptom

• Scientific result: The EU is rather
shaped by more integration and
more fragmentation at the same
time (Schimmelfenning, Leuffen,
Rittberger, 2015)


