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Understanding the European Union 

If EU membership reduces the opportunity for member states to pursue independent 

policies, then one of the most obvious questions that needs to be asked is why any 

country would want to be subject to rules and decisions that are taken in an arena they 

cannot control. Today there are a number of examples throughout the world where 

countries have joined together to form a common organisation. This can be the result 

of regional concerns, as in the case of the African Union (AU) or the Association of 

South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN). In other instances, there might be common 

concerns that cut across regional boundaries. The most obvious example is the United 

Nations (UN). With a membership of 192 countries, it basically represents every 

country in the world. 

The EU is significantly different from these organisations. The decisions that 

are taken at an EU level have direct implications for EU member states, particularly 

the different tiers of government and the companies that are based in the member 

states. This extends to non-EU countries. But decision-taking at an EU level is not as 

straightforward as you might think. Decisions do not just materialise in some 

miraculous way from the predominantly Brussels-based EU institutions. Rather, 

governments, companies and individuals undertake lobbying to ensure that their 

views are taken into consideration. In many instances, expert opinion is needed from 

these sources. This can vary from individual opinion, such as that of an eminent 

scientist, to the views of global pressure groups such as Greenpeace, and from trade 

unions to multinational corporations (MNCs) such as Microsoft. 

Thus, while announcements that ‘Brussels has decided’ might be true, the final 

outcome will usually have been subject to a great deal of discussion involving a range 

of interested parties. Moreover, although the term EU institutions suggests something 
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remote from the member state governments, the fact of the matter is that the member 

state governments are at the centre of this process through the Council of Ministers 

and the European Council. Crucially, however, many of the decisions that are taken in 

the Council of Ministers are subject to a majority vote of all the member states. In 

other words, there is limited scope for a member state government to veto a particular 

policy. 

In evaluating the reason why 27 European governments have decided to give 

up an element of their sovereignty to become EU member states, one of the most 

regularly cited points is that membership is equated with peace and security. This is a 

view that is rooted in the horrors of a Second World War which claimed over 60 

million lives, two-thirds of which were civilians. After the war countries such as 

France and Germany decided to work together to end the national conflicts that 

resulted in two world wars. As a result, 1945 is generally taken as a common starting 

point for examining European integration.  

In terms of the benefits and rationale for the EU to exist, one of the most basic 

points to note is that it provides the mechanism to unite the peoples of Europe. There 

is a lot of evidence to support this claim. Today it is just as common for British 

citizens to go on holiday to France and Spain as it is for them to spend time in their 

own country.  People regularly commute for work-related meetings in other European 

countries. Many of the companies that people work for operate on a pan-European 

basis. University students are able to study in other European countries.  

 

Differences 

Despite initiatives that allow European citizens to work freely in other European 

countries, it is not entirely clear whether over half a century of European integration 
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has actually brought about a common sense of identity and purpose among the 

citizens of Europe. Here it is particularly interesting to note the differences in attitudes 

among the European member states. We know this not just by anecdote or from 

reading stories in the popular press, but rather because on a regular basis a sample of 

citizens in all member states are asked a series of questions by Eurobarometer. This is 

the EU organisation charged with the task of conducting surveys on a wide variety of 

subjects relating to European integration. Based on a statistical sample of about 1,000 

people in each country, one of the most basic questions that is asked is whether people 

consider EU membership to be a ‘good thing’. The most recent results published by 

Eurobarometer in December 2009 show that across all 27 EU member states 53% of 

the respondents considered membership to be a ‘good thing’. This is by no means a 

convincing figure. There are also notable variations. In the Netherlands 74% of people 

considered it to be a ‘good thing’, while in Britain 30% regarded it to be a ‘good 

thing’. 

Such differences often reflect deep-seated attitudes that are shaped by how a 

particular member state views the importance of its membership of the EU. In the 

case of Britain, while EU membership is of extreme importance to the country, it also 

forms part of a broader network of external relationships that include the 

Commonwealth and relationships with other strategic partners such as the United 

States. Other countries rarely have such a wide range of priorities. One of the most 

telling points is the fact that many people in Britain still refer to ‘Europe’ as another 

place even though they are an integral part of it. Thus people go on holiday ‘to 

Europe’. 

This focus on national identity is not peculiar to Britain alone. All EU member 

states have strong national identities. This even applies to the most ardent supporters 
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of European integration, such as France. Thus, it is important to stress that national 

identities have not been eroded by European integration through the creation of some 

form of ‘identikit’ Europe. Indeed, if anything, recent evidence suggests that national 

identity has increased. You may ask why this has been the case? One point worth 

stressing is the evolution of history, particularly the way by which the end of the Cold 

War actually resulted in the creation of many new states in Europe. The former 

Yugoslavia fractured into Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia, Serbia, 

Montenegro and Kosovo. In 1993 there took place the so-called Velvet Divorce which 

saw the division of Czechoslovakia into the Czech and Slovak Republics. The upshot 

of such developments was that by 2010 Europe had twenty-one more sovereign states 

than it did in 1990, with many of these countries becoming EU member states in the 

enlargements that took place in 2004 and 2007. 

 

Boundaries 

Expansion of EU membership has raised significant questions about what we actually 

mean when we refer to ‘Europe’. Since the first Eurovision song contest competition 

in 1956, some 50 countries have participated in this annual event. A cursory glance 

highlights that there are many participating countries that we do not necessarily 

perceive to be ‘European’. This includes Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, 

Israel, Moldova, Morocco, and Russia. EU membership is not based on which 

countries participate in the Eurovision song contest. Yet, as EU membership has 

grown from 6 to 27 countries, there is increasingly a lack of clarity as to where the 

boundaries of membership rest. Today, the EU stretches from Cyprus in the South to 

Sweden in the North, and from Ireland in the West to Romania in the East. There are 

also a number of candidate states that are negotiating membership, notably Croatia, 
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the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, and Turkey. Other potential applicants 

include Albania, Bosnia and Hercegovina, Montenegro, Serbia, Kosovo and Iceland. 

If all of these countries were to become members, the map of the EU would 

change dramatically. Significantly, there does not exist some clear-cut geographical, 

economic or political set of criteria that note the boundaries of the EU. That is not to 

say that anyone can join. Each applicant nation has to pass a number of tests to enable 

them to become members. This includes their ability to implement EU laws, 

democratic structures of governance, and the strength of their economy. But there 

does not exist a policy which states that each member state has to have a certain 

economic wealth or that their political institutions have to be of an equal standing. In 

practical terms this means that there are huge differences between the member states. 

This particularly applies to their economic wealth. To tackle this situation a great deal 

of money has been spent by the EU supporting countries seeking membership as well 

as those who have become members. The idea behind such strategies has been to 

improve the standard of living in the poorer member states as part of a policy of 

harmonisation. 

Somewhat inevitably there has been a great deal of debate about whether 

enlargement is a ‘good thing’ and the implications that an increased number of states 

brings about for the influence and power of the institutions that govern the EU as well 

as their relationship with the member states. This has been referred to as the 

‘widening’ versus ‘deepening’ debate. Put simply, this relates to whether more 

member states dilute the strength and influence of such bodies as the European 

Commission. This has tended to be the view taken by such countries as Britain who 

has favoured an EU that attaches emphasis to trade and open competition rather than 
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an EU that establishes policies that invade too much into the life of domestic 

governments.  

The Common Fisheries Policy (CFP) is a particularly good example of the 

practicalities of EU membership. In Britain, fishermen from the South West of 

England to the North East of Scotland are governed by EU regulations that tell them 

when, where and what they can fish for. But as everyone appreciates, catching fish is 

not like harvesting crops where you can decide which crop to harvest and when. This 

is because the basic method of the fishing industry is to trawl nets through the sea and 

wait to find out what appears. More often than not perfectly good fish are thrown to 

the deep as they are not part of a quota that has been set by Brussels-based officials. 

Such a crazy outcome has resulted in newspaper stories that stir opposition to the EU 

among the public. Yet the difficulty is that without any regulations there would be 

nothing to protect fish stocks from relentless fishing that would irreparably damage 

fish stocks. This simple example tells us a lot about what the EU does and the extent 

to which it is perceived as being of relevance. 

 

Analysing the EU 

To fully understand what the EU is all about we need to consider the factors that have 

influenced the outcomes that make the EU what it is today. If we take the example of 

the initial drive towards European integration in the post-1945 era, many people stress 

the influence of France and Germany. This consequently results in attention being 

focussed on individual countries and particularly the role of government. But just as 

we can take a broad-brush approach by comparing the influence and attitudes of 

governments, we need to look at the individuals that have been of particular 

importance. In the early years of European integration this meant that much attention 
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was attached to the role of the so-called ‘founding fathers’. It is, however, not enough 

to comment on individuals without giving some consideration to their own 

background. Were there particular issues that shaped their views? This might be their 

own background, the section of society they came from, and common experiences 

such as the Second World War. But we also need to consider the role of other groups 

within society, such as business, trade unions and political movements. Believe it or 

not, the Communist party actually played an important role in forging European unity. 

Today, this list also includes what are commonly known as social movements. These 

are groups that reflect particular interests in society, such as Greenpeace or Friends of 

the Earth. 

A picture should be emerging that any study of European integration needs to 

pay attention to a number of factors that range from national governments through to 

business movements and the EU institutions themselves. A key point that needs to be 

emphasised is that the decision to expand the number of policies that are dealt with at 

a European level has for the most part been the result of the pragmatic decisions of 

member states themselves. At the same time, we also need to be aware of the fact that 

it would be wrong to purely view the EU through a lens that emphasises the 

relationship between member state governments and the predominantly Brussels-

based institutions. Rather, the relationship is far more complex and emphasis needs to 

be given to the way that local and regional government engage in policy at a 

European level. Some academics actually consider the EU to be a bit like a tiered cake 

where the different layers reflect the distinct areas of activity. This is namely the 

supranational, national and sub-national. As such, we can conclude that the EU 

reflects a multi-level body where there are different centres of power. Not all power 

rests in Brussels. 
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The relative weights of power and influence that relate to the EU and its 

member states are additional factors that we need to consider when analysing the EU. 

According to the latest evidence, the EU is now the world’s largest donor of 

humanitarian aid. But what exactly does this mean?  Is all aid administered by the 

European Commission? The answer here is that this refers to both the aid provided by 

the European Commission as well as the aid provided by member states on an 

individual basis. So in this sense, the term ‘EU’ refers to the work of the individual 

governments and the work that the member states have agreed to be conducted at a 

collective European level.  This is an important and instructive point to make. When 

we refer to the influence of the EU we are noting both the decisions taken by national 

governments working in tandem at a European level as well as those decisions in 

specific policy areas where the EU institutions have been given responsibility and 

power. Indeed, while a great deal of attention is attached to the fact that there has been 

a growth in the power and influence of policy dealt with at a European level by the 

EU institutions, we need to be aware of the fact that the EU budget is relatively small 

when compared to the combined national budgets of all member states. The latest 

statistics for 2010 show that the total EU budget amounts to €141.5 billion. Although 

a large amount, this is actually only around 1% of the total wealth of all the member 

states of the EU. Staffing numbers are another area of comparison between the EU 

and the member states. An instructive example is that there are approximately 34,000 

people employed by the European Commission. By contrast, Birmingham City 

Council, which is Britain’s largest metropolitan City Council, employs approximately 

50,0000 people.  The British National Health Service alone employs over one million 

people. 
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Theories of European integration 

While such comparisons provide instructive examples, our understanding of the way 

that European integration has evolved as well as the manner by which it continues to 

evolve, is influenced by European integration theories. Many people would rightly 

question why theories are needed to analyse the EU, while for many more the very 

use of the term ‘theories’ is enough to put them off studying European integration 

altogether. Yet the fact of the matter is that theories can be found in all walks of life 

and are not just the preserve of academic investigation. Most of us have theories about 

our daily activities that include why we do certain things and avoid others. The 

instructive point here is that such theories act as filters over a wide range of decisions, 

from the food that we eat to the route that we take to get to work. And while we often 

fail to reflect on the factors that have shaped such decisions, our views or ‘theories’ 

will invariably help us filter out the vast amount of information that we are often 

presented with.  

Just as our everyday life is subject to theories, so too is the study of European 

integration. And just as the theories that exist in everyday life can be subject to 

significant debate, for instance between what is the correct food to eat, there are also 

competing theories that seek to explain and predict the nature and course of the 

integration process. The particular theory that someone would use would therefore be 

influenced by their own personal bias.  Theories also evolve over time as they attempt 

to maintain pace with change. Thus, at the outset of the European integration process, 

theories of Federalism and Functionalism were primarily concerned with seeking 

answers to such basic questions as the desirability of European integration and the 

ways in which it can be best promoted. As time progressed and the reality of 

European integration took effect, scholars began to consider why integration takes 
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place in particular areas of activity which led to work focussing on Neofunctionalism 

and Intergovernmentalism. And as the spread and reach of the EU’s activities 

expanded, scholars subsequently began to look at the overall governance of the EU 

through such approaches Institutionalism, Comparative Politics and Constructivism. 

Changes to the process of European integration create one of the fundamental 

weaknesses of European integration theory. That is the difficulty of any one theory to 

explain events that have happened in the past – as well as to predict future events – 

given that such events tend to outpace the generation of theory. A second 

complicating factor is that the very widening in EU membership, expansion in the 

number of EU policies, and deepening in the level of integration, has increased the 

difficulty for any one theory to be capable of covering all developments. The end 

result is that whatever the merits of a particular theoretical investigation, we have to 

caution our reliance about the ability of any one theory to offer a complete 

understanding of something as complex as the EU. As is outlined below our analysis 

of theoretical writing on European integration can be structured into two distinct 

phases. The first is the search for a ‘grand theory’ that took place after the Second 

World War. The second is the work that took place on what have become known as 

‘middle range’ theories from the 1970s onwards. 

The early approaches to European integration were heavily influenced by the 

work of International Relations (IR) scholars who tended to be concerned with two 

main themes: the nature of war and peace and the relations that take place between 

states. This often boiled down to what became known as ‘Billiard Ball’ versus 

‘Cobweb approaches’. The Billiard Ball model noted the contested nature of world 

politics where states vied for influence with each other, while the Cobweb model 

indicated a world of entwined relationships. At a European level, this materialised in 
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what became know as ‘intergovernmentalism’ which focussed on the role of nation 

states and ‘neo-functionalism’ that looked at the mechanics of integration. 

 

Theoretical approaches to the study of European integration 

Grand theories Influenced by International Relations 

theory. Focus in the early years on the 

nature of integration, with the key divide 

being between neo-functionalism versus 

intergovernmentalism. 

Middle range theories Emerged from the late 1980s out of 

awareness that it was impossible to offer 

a grand theoretical approach to the study 

of the EU. Instead, European integration 

is best understood by utilising a range of 

approaches that constitute an ‘analytical 

toolkit’, with individual theories being 

used depending on the policy being 

investigated. Relevant approaches include 

new institutionalism, policy network 

analysis, Europeanization, and multi-

level governance. 

 

 

Federalism 
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Before these approaches took hold, one of the earlier theories that emerged as being 

of relevance to the European context was federalism. The key trigger point for this 

analysis was the Second World War, with there being a view that state sovereignty lay 

at the roots of the war as states entered into competition with each other. Two 

individuals who wrestled with this problem were the Italian politicians, Altiero 

Spinelli and Ernesto Rossi, who while imprisoned on the Italian island of Ventotene 

during the Second World War, published in June 1941 what became known as the 

Ventotene Manifesto. The Manifesto, which advocated the creation of a federation of 

European states, became an influential document among the resistance movement 

whose members proved to be influential in the reconstruction of Europe. This vision 

of a federal Europe was influenced by a view that there was a need to go beyond the 

nation state through the creation of a federal constitution for Europe.  

But while such a federal approach was influential in the early days of 

European integration, federalism has proved to be a problematic term in the history of 

the EU’s development. This has principally arisen out of different views between 

member states as to what federalism implies. Some are quite used to the term because 

they are a federal state where the relative influence of the different levels of 

government is set down in a written constitution and where power is distributed to 

different levels of government. This contrasts with Britain, where there is an absence 

of a written constitution and where until very recently the majority of all power and 

influence rested with the government in Westminster. This has slightly altered 

through devolution, which in turn has lessened the extent to which Britain is governed 

by a centralised system of government. The common theme relating to federalism is 

therefore the formal distribution of power. Within the European context, this is also 

largely associated with the devolution of power and influence away from the centre to 
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lower levels of government. As such, concepts such as a ‘federal Europe’ is not 

necessarily concerned with further European integration, but instead note the different 

levels of power and influence within the EU. 

 

The search for a grand theory 

Apart from federalism, an early approach to European integration that proved to be 

particularly influential was functionalism which was shaped by the views of the  

Romanian born scholar, David Mitrany. In 1943 he published a book called ‘A 

Working Peace System’ which argued that the main threat to peace was nationalism 

and that the only way to overcome this problem was for states to transfer functional 

tasks to international agencies where new supranational High Authorities would take 

decisions that would not be shaped by a particular national viewpoint.  

This emphasis on moving away from the skulduggery of domestic politics had 

a major flaw; it failed to take into consideration the fact that the technical bodies 

would inevitably become political entities as they would have to make decisions of a 

political nature that would normally be the responsibility of nation states. Indeed, 

many of the technical bodies that have been created, such as those that have 

proliferated out of the UN, such as  the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) have all 

proved to be riven by politics. 

Mitrany’s work on functionalism was taken forward in the 1950s and 1960s by 

a group of scholars who developed what became known as neo-functionalism. The 

leading scholars of this approach were for the most part to be found in the United 

States, in particular Ernst Haas, Leon Lindberg and Joseph Nye. The common theme 

uniting these academics was the view that integration in less-contentious areas of 
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political activity – the so-called low politics of such areas as coal and steel – could 

lead into integration in more sensitive areas of politics – the so-called high politics of 

the likes of foreign and defence policy. The method for achieving this was referred to 

as a process of ‘spillover’ from one sector to another. But whereas many people have 

concluded that this would be an automatic process, scholars such as Haas actually 

emphasised that a great deal would depend on the choices taken by governments. 

Although the benefits of the neo-functional model were apparent in the early 

years of European integration when the European Commission acted as the ‘motor of 

integration’, the decline in the pace of European integration from the mid-1960s 

through to the 1970s reduced the utility of the neo-functional account. This in turn 

resulted in many commentators noting that instead of a process of ‘spillover’, there 

was in fact taking place what became known as a process of ‘spillback’ as 

governments sought to regain control over decision-making. 

The reassertion of the influence of member state governments led to the 

development of a new theory of integration known as intergovernmentalism from the 

late 1960s onwards. Based on the work of Stanley Hoffman, this theory assumed that 

nation states were the key actors in world politics and by consequence also in the field 

of European integration. In taking this view, intergovernmentalism argued that the 

governments of the member states were primarily influenced in protecting their own 

national interests, that integration would not extend into areas of high politics such as 

foreign and defence policy, and that integration would not proceed along the lines of 

the spillover approach as set out in neo-functionalist accounts. Such an approach was 

by and large confirmed by the events that unfolded in the 1960s and 1970s, as 

member states were concerned with protecting their own interests. The 

intergovernmentalism approach was, however, not without its critics who pointed out 
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that its narrow focus on member states was at the expense of other supranational 

institutions. 

The acceleration in the pace of European integration in the 1980s led to a 

reassessment of both intergovernmentalism and neo-functionalism. Scholars were 

particularly concerned in analysing the negotiations that resulted in the 1987 Single 

European Act (SEA) which established agreement on an internal market and which 

has in turn influenced developments in other policy areas. For the Harvard-based 

academic Andrew Moravcsik, these events could best be understood by what he 

referred to as ‘liberal intergovernmentalism’. Just as was the case with 

intergovernmentalism, this argument placed member state governments at the centre 

of the decision-making process. But crucially he offered a more sophisticated 

explanation that noted that the particular outcome of the negotiations would reflect the 

relative bargaining influence of governments. The very fact that this approach was 

influenced by the study of Treaty negotiations meant that critics questioned its 

usefulness in explaining the so-called day-to-day processes and decisions of the EU. 

Moreover, once again the narrow focus on the nation state meant that the role of 

supranational institutions were ignored, while the focus on formal mechanics of 

Treaty negotiations also ignored the informal methods of decision making that take 

place within the EU. Contrary to Moravcsik’s analysis, a number of scholars argued 

that the quickening in the pace of integration in the 1980s and the impact that this had 

on creating an impulse for integration in other policy areas could best be analysed 

through a ‘reformed’ neo-functionalist account. Chief among those scholars who 

made this argument was Jeppe Tranholm-Mikkelsen who argued that there was a 

strong case for functional spillover from the requirements to complete the internal 

market into other areas such as social policy and the creation of a single currency. 
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In contrast to earlier theories, what was significant about the work of 

Moravcsik and the likes of Tranholm-Mikkelsen was that while they drew on the 

‘grand theories’ of European integration, their own approach was very much based on 

analysing specific aspects of European policy. What this therefore emphasised was 

that the increasing complexity of the nature of European integration meant that it was 

evermore difficult to offer a grand theoretical approach that would encompass all 

aspects of activity. This consequently led to the emergence of new theories which 

sought to offer explanations of particular areas of European integration. This also 

significantly marked a departure from theories that had been grounded in International 

Relations accounts to new theories that sought to examine the EU from the departure 

point of it being a political system. 

Scholars were increasingly concerned about the impact that the EU was 

having on the member states, including such aspects as the way that the national 

political systems were being reshaped as a result of the influence of EU policies. This 

extended to the way that member states were developing structures to effectively 

influence policy developments at the European level. A frustration with what were 

increasingly being viewed as simplistic and unsatisfactory grand theoretical models of 

European integration went hand-in-hand with a general change to the study of 

European integration from the 1990s onwards that was greatly influenced by a tidal 

wave of new literature analysing the EU. This was partly the result of the way that the 

expansion of EU membership had brought more and more academics into the fold of 

studying the EU. Public funding initiatives also played a role, with research 

programmes being supported to study the EU in a range of countries and the outcomes 

being debated in an avalanche of academic journal articles.  
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The development of middle range theories 

The new approaches to European integration became known as ‘middle-range 

theories’ because their focus on specific areas of investigation provided a greater 

opportunity to understand events. Recent years have consequently spawned a range of 

theoretical approaches that make-up an analytical toolkit for understanding how the 

EU operates. One of the most significant approaches that have emerged since the late 

1980s has been ‘new institutionalism’. As its name suggests, it attaches focus to the 

role of institutions in determining policy outcomes. Within the broad field of new 

institutionalism there are in fact three specific approaches: rational choice 

institutionalism, sociological institutionalism, and historical institutionalism. Whereas 

rational choice institutionalism focuses on the extent to which institutions shape and 

influence the rational actions of political actors, sociological institutionalism looks at 

the extent to which developments can be analysed from a cultural perspective. 

Historical institutionalism is by contrast focussed on the extent to which the decisions 

taken in an institutional setting impact on future developments by creating what is 

referred to as a path dependency.  This particular approach has been used by the likes 

of Simon Bulmer to explain the extent to which the European policy decisions taken 

in the past have impacted on future choices. 

A focus on the impact of European integration on domestic institutions is also 

to be found among those scholars who pay particular attention to the way that the EU 

has resulted in the ‘Europeanization’ of domestic politics. What this refers to in 

practice is the way by which the institutions of governance at the domestic level have 

been impacted on by the European integration process. Thus, rather than just being 

the preserve of key areas of central government such as finance and foreign policy, 

EU polices do in fact encroach on all areas of central government, from interior policy 
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through to education policy. At the same time, local and regional government are also 

drawn into the EU policy arena, not least because they themselves often seek to gain 

influence at a European level through competitive processes to secure regional 

financial support. Such developments have therefore resulted in scholars attempting to 

answer key questions such as the extent to which domestic political structures have 

been changed by European integration. 

Rather than viewing the EU through the means by which it has impacted on 

member states, other scholars have advocated that it is better to approach European 

integration from what has become known as Constructivism. Such an approach 

focuses more on the way that policies are agreed and decided on at a European level 

rather than attempting to measure just the impact of such policies. Thus, 

Constructivists seek to look at way that aspects of European integration have been 

constructed as a result of the social interaction between actors. This approach 

therefore argues that the structures, policies and practices of European integration are 

determined by social practice and accordingly changes in social practice can lead to 

changes in approaches to European integration. 

Another useful approach that has emerged is the notion of the EU as a 

‘regulatory state’. Based on the work of Giandomenico Majone, this idea makes the 

point that it is best to view the EU as a series of regulatory institutions that have been 

tasked by the member states to solve the problems of differences across markets. The 

appeal of this approach is grounded in the fact that a great of the EU’s work relates to 

the regulation of the internal market. 

Attempts to offer more tailored approaches to understanding European 

integration have resulted in a range of other theories that have included multi-level 

governance which views negotiations taking place at different levels, namely the 
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supranational, national, regional and local. This approach has also chimed with other 

developments, including a growing focus on governance, including the extent to 

which the state being ‘hollowed out’ from developments above and below the state 

level. An example of this in Britain is the way that devolution has resulted in the 

transfer of considerable amounts of decision-making to Scotland, Wales and Northern 

Ireland. 

A common theme that runs through much of the work in what have become 

known as the middle range theories is an appreciation that the EU had to be viewed as 

a political system that necessitated analysis from a comparative politics perspective. A 

leading exponent of this approach is Simon Hix, who from his base at the London 

School of Economics regards the EU as a political system when he notes that it is 

‘Politics like any other’. 

 

Different theories of European integration  

Federalism  Based in a belief of common European structures, such as an Executive, 

Court and Parliament. It was advanced by resistance movements and reflected in  

developments in the 1940s and 1950s.  A weakness was the views of national 

politicians. 

 

Functionalism Advocated integration through technical cooperation in specific policy 

sectors, such as agriculture and coal, and became a prominent theory in the 1950s. 

Argument that sovereignty should be surrendered in areas of policy that did not affect 

the nation state and that cooperation in one sector would lead to cooperation in others.  

A weakness was that it did not appreciate that technical bodies would be political 

bodies. 
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Neo-functionalism Offered a more detailed view of integration, emphasising that 

cooperation in less sensitive areas could lead to cooperation in more sensitive policy 

areas. It reflected the role of the European Commission in the early years of European 

integration when it acted as the ‘motor of integration’, but the decline in pace of 

integration from the mid-1960s onwards undermined the neo-functional approach. 

 

Intergovernmentalism  Based on the assumption that governments were the key 

actors in European integration, it served as a dominant view of integration from the 

1960s until the 1970s. However, the narrow focus on the nation state meant that it 

neglected other actors in the integration process.  

 

Liberal Intergovernmentalism  Emerged in the 1980s as a response to the Single 

European Act (SEA) agreement, it offered a more structured view of integration 

which emphasised the relative bargaining strength of member states. The theory has 

been criticised for focussing too narrowly on Treaty negotiations and having little to 

say about the everyday process of European integration. 

 

Comparative Politics  Attaches emphasis to the fact that the EU is a political system.  

 

 

 

Concluding comments 

Taking these points as our guide, it should be evident that the EU is a rather complex 

organisation that throws up a number of significant issues that range from the 



 30 

relationship between the EU institutions and the member states to the extent to which 

it is possible to agree on a common viewpoint about which countries should or should 

not be EU member states. Our analysis of these issues is aided by theories which offer 

the ability to navigate through what is an increasingly complex minefield of literature, 

although that is not to say that any one theory offers a complete understanding of 

European integration.  

 


	Understanding the European Union
	Differences
	Boundaries
	Analysing the EU
	Theories of European integration


