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Abstract 

The introductory paper to this Special Issue discusses the idea of crisis in relation to European 

integration from a historical perspective in order to contextualize four different current events in 

the European Union (EU) in turn – euro area crisis, migration crisis, Brexit, and the rise of populist 

responses to EU governance. We turn to the wider scholarly concept of ‘crisis’ and apply it to 

large-scale events affecting the EU, in order to relate events to broader theoretical discussions 

about the progression of the EU. Existing literature on the topic highlights different varieties of 

crisis scenarios: those that undermine the basic integrity of the undertaking; those that threaten 

certain domains or the activities of certain groups; and those that reflect short-term, but acute 

dangers that may be overcome without structural damage. This introductory contribution situates 

each of the four above-mentioned ‘crises’ in the context of these varieties and offers suggestions 

for how each crisis might influence the future direction of European integration by using 

illustrations from each of the articles in this special issue.  
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Introduction 

This paper discusses the idea of crisis in relation to European integration from a historical 

perspective in order to contextualize four different current events in the European Union (EU) in 

turn – euro area crisis, migration crisis, Brexit, and the rise of populist responses to EU governance. 

It briefly discusses the specific nature of each event, or ‘crisis,’ and relates each event to broader 

theoretical discussions about progression of the EU. This Special Issue of the Review of European 

and Russian Affairs presents the work of junior scholars who have each respectively examined 

different crisis-related situations affecting European countries and European integration. In this 

introduction, we turn to the wider scholarly concept of ‘crisis’ and apply it to large-scale events 

affecting the EU, some of which are not dealt with specifically in the articles that follow.  

Existing literature on the topic highlights different varieties of crisis scenarios: those that 

undermine the basic integrity of the undertaking; those that threaten certain domains, or the 

activities of certain groups; and those that reflect short-term but acute dangers that may be 

overcome without structural damage. This introductory contribution situates each of the four 

above-mentioned ‘crises’ in the context of these varieties, and offers suggestions for how each 

crisis might influence the future direction of European integration, by using illustrations from each 

of the articles in this special issue. 

The central concept of ‘crisis’ in the EU underscores two important aspects of general 

understandings of European integration. The first is that the basic definition of the noun ‘crisis’ 

has three components: crisis as a time of intense difficulty or danger; crisis as a time when a 

difficult or important decision must be made; and crisis as the turning point of a disease when an 

important change takes place, indicating either recovery or death (Oxford English Dictionary 

2017). These three components are interrelated in that they are not mutually incompatible in 

defining the same situation, and yet each of the three components suggests a different point or 

perspective of a situation. Scholarly work on the concept of crisis as it relates to the 

contextualization of risk and responsibility is also relevant here, as such work highlights the social 

processes involved both in defining an event as a crisis and in assigning a level of severity to it. 

Given the above definition and the recognition that the label ‘crisis’ is vulnerable to political 

machinations, we argue that, in practice, a crisis can be understood as existing on something of a 

spectrum whose extremes are identified as ‘a problem’ and ‘full chaos.’ Analyses of events 

unfolding in the EU ought to be understood as comprising different points on this spectrum, with 

attendant possibilities of disaster and/or opportunities.  

The second aspect of crisis, in particular as it relates to the EU, is the notion that integration 

progresses in response to crises, frequently in unintended directions. This very idea has its roots in 

the Monnet Plan and in the Schuman Declaration, with the crises of war and reconstruction 

galvanizing the possibility of combining resources and leading to the 1951 Treaty of Paris. This 

process continues with major historical events in modern European integration that mark 

significant turning points in the development of supranational governance, such as the Empty 

Chair crisis in 1965, the Constitutional crisis in 2005 (following the French and Dutch referendums 

on the Constitutional Treaty), or short-term setbacks with treaty ratifications such as with 

Maastricht in 1992 or Lisbon in 2007 (Stone Sweet and Sandholtz 1997; Verdun 2000; Dinan 

2010). Although the idea of crisis heralding progression is not a new one, the application of this 

idea to the four events discussed in this introduction serves to remind us that, in the case of the EU, 
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progression is not necessarily movement toward a knowable defined finalité – meaning, the idea 

of progression should not be confused with the idea of EU governance arriving at the stage of full 

federation, or even as a consistent trajectory of increasing peace and prosperity. Rather, the idea 

of progress can also simply be the movement of European integration in any positive or negative 

direction that heralds change (Schmitter 1970: 840). This reminder is useful when analyzing 

current events in the EU, as it helps to situate each crisis in the context of movement, without 

adhering too strictly to normative prescriptions of how the status quo of integration ought to be 

maintained. 

This article begins with a review of the idea of crisis, both in a general policy context and in the 

narrower context of the EU. While most EU literature in this area arises from discussions of 

Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) and the euro area debt crises, the core arguments reflect 

the notion of a European response, and in doing so, the complexities of cultivating a shared 

response to the perception of a shared problem. Also related is the idea of democratic deficit, which 

some scholars frequently present not as a moment of urgency, but rather as a slow-burning, long-

term crisis of legitimacy. We apply the review to four different situations confronting the EU and 

its members in a framework that considers the durability and elasticity of the European integration 

project. We conclude by drawing parallels to each of the articles in this special issue, and by 

offering predictions on which crises are most likely to have significant structural impacts. 

  

Survey of crisis in the EU 

The concept of crisis as it pertains to policy-oriented settings is inextricably linked to concepts of 

risk and regulation. Risk in public settings is bound up with the idea of a ‘risk society,’ which 

Giddens (1999) identifies as existing only in societies that have managed the majority of the natural 

world. In this sense, risk is distinct from hazard or danger, and comes only to societies that are 

post-tradition – meaning that people who live in worlds that are reasonably beyond the vagaries of 

nature are able to exercise the power of choice in areas that were previously left to fate alone. A 

risk can therefore also contain a positive element, as it engages with intentional brinksmanship in 

pursuit of values, and the strategies relevant to pursuing them, arising out of rational cost-benefit 

analyses. A risk society is “a society increasingly preoccupied with the future (and also with safety), 

which generates the notion of risk…The word refers to a world which we are both exploring and 

seeking to normalise and control” (ibid., 3). The ‘manufactured risk’ prevalent in post-traditional 

societies creates the need for a form of responsibility to attend to risk. Regulations, in the form of 

policy, become the main proxy for responsibility – a central example here being welfare state 

policies as a form of security to mitigate the most salient risks in an industrial society. 

The field of sociology posits that the relationship between risk and crisis is embedded in the notion 

that a modern risk society should be equipped to manage the dangers of the world around us. 

Modernity conceptualizes risks as being manageable, leading to the logic of regulatory governance 

as rational calculability. A ‘crisis’ thus becomes “an example of the social processes of defining 

and reacting to risk and risk events,” shaped in large part by the social construction of risk and the 

social perceptions of the event in question (Hutter and Lloyd-Bostock 2013, 386). The extension 

of this logic is that when regulations have not been successful in mitigating the risks of an event – 

whether a natural disaster or a man-made disaster – an event becomes a crisis; the event itself is 

embedded in a particular social and cultural environment, which in turn shapes the tensions and 
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political debates arising in response to the crisis. Applying the risk society thesis to questions of 

crises in the EU offers a window into the process of how an event becomes a crisis. Although 

trying to fit the mechanisms of EU governance into the idea of ‘society’ is obviously a stretch, the 

regulatory milieu of the EU provides a suitable example of how a crisis manifests itself, both 

practically and politically, through the social processes of risk and responsibility. 

Literature on the history of European integration has generally upheld the notion that the EU itself 

progresses in response to crisis; that the predicament in question, more often than not, provides a 

critical juncture where key decision-makers are likely to be more open to alternative solutions. By 

this logic, depending on the nature of the crisis or the time-sensitivity surrounding its containment, 

the existence of crisis heightens the possibility of both national and supranational actors 

considering policy responses that either broaden or deepen the framework of European integration 

beyond the current status quo. In accordance with the risk society thesis, the value underlying the 

EU is of European integration providing solutions to the need for peace and prosperity. Events that 

threaten to interrupt the direction of integration are socially processed at the supranational level as 

crises. The strategies initiated by policy-makers to protect the value of integration develop out of 

a rational understanding of responsibility – the need to regulate in order to mitigate the potential 

for future similar crises to unfold. One stream of research that alludes to the relationship between 

crisis and European integration focuses on events internal to the EU to include the Empty Chair 

crisis of 1965 (Ludlow 1999; 2006), the Constitutional crisis of 2005 (De Witte 2005), and 

instances of ‘crisis’ when a member state rejected a EU treaty with a public referendum, such as 

Denmark did with the Maastricht Treaty in 1992 (Worre 1995), or Ireland with the Lisbon Treaty 

in 2008 (Özlem Atikcan 2015). In all cases, the crisis moment is defined by a denial of the proposed 

trajectory of supranational political development. However, the treaty rejections came from the 

voting public, who in each instance took the opportunity to express dissatisfaction of some sort 

with EU governance, whereas the rejection in the Empty Chair crisis came from the French 

government’s objection to the financing plan proposed by the Hallstein Commission and the style 

of policy-making within the Commission itself. This distinction is perhaps not particularly 

noteworthy, as each rejection broadly conveys a reaction to the perception of an unacceptable 

renunciation of sovereignty, but it does highlight that objections concerning the substance of 

European integration are not necessarily always about a public-versus-elite dichotomy – relevant 

to our later discussion of populism. Each of the above crises was resolved with some form of 

political bargaining to appease the initial rejection. In the case of the failed Constitutional Treaty 

of 2005, the majority of French and Dutch voted against it in two subsequent referendums, 

resulting in an abandonment of the rejected proposal. With the benefit of hindsight, crises in these 

instances were important temporary roadblocks that re-routed the path of integration by 

recalibrating expectations and conceding gains in supranational authority.  

Another stream of research focuses on events external to the EU institutions – political upheavals 

that were not the result of actions taken at the supranational level, but were rather major 

international events that had direct bearing on the course of European integration. The two most 

prominent (and related) instances are the collapse of the Soviet Union and German reunification. 

Each of these events generated immediate political action at both national and supranational levels 

of governance in member states with direct and visible consequences for the trajectory of the EU 

as a whole. In the case of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the sudden potential to enlarge the EU 

(then the European Community) from a Western European organization toward a pan-European 

entity fundamentally altered the course and content of integration (Laursen and Vanhoonacker 
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1994). In the case of German reunification, the swift increase in the size and capability of one of 

the four large member states of the twelve EC member states, turning one of them into a clearly 

larger one, fundamentally changed the substances of policy proposals and the dynamics of political 

compromise, and was passed for political reasons without a Treaty change (Jacqué 1991). This 

point is worth noting simply because the size of a member state has (and has had) ramifications 

for various isolated areas of decision-making, such as the number of MEPs in the European 

Parliament, or various incarnations of qualified majority voting in the Council – although German 

reunification initially only led to a change in the number of MEPs (1994); voting weights in the 

Council only changed much later (i.e., Lisbon Treaty). Another EU development that was heavily 

affected by the change in intra-European power dynamics and geopolitical changes is the case of 

EMU. The Delors Report, presented in April 1989 (Verdun 1999), before there was a clear sign 

that the Berlin Wall would fall or that Eastern Europe would get rid of its communist regimes, was 

still ‘pie in the sky’ to many observers. However, once the geopolitical situation changed and 

Germany was seeking approval from its allies and other EU member states to unify, some projects 

such as EMU became more of a reality (Italianer 1993; Sandholtz 1993; Dyson 1994; Verdun 

2000). Though neither of these events is portrayed as a crisis in the literature, the level of 

opportunity and change that each event provided meets the criteria for a broader definition of crisis 

being also a time when difficult or important decisions must be made. As a current parallel, Brexit 

provides another instance of a major change arising out of non-EU institutional dynamics that will 

have a direct impact on the future course of European integration. 

In many ways, the euro crisis offers the most emblematic example of crisis in the history of the 

EU to date. The financial crisis that originated in the United States (US) in 2007 quickly spread 

across global markets. Once it fully hit the EU, it became clear that the EU was insufficiently 

prepared to deal with a crisis of this order of magnitude. The EU did not have the instruments to 

manage this multifaceted crisis and relied heavily on EU member states. When those member 

states did not agree with the path that needed to be taken to offset the crisis, it became a larger 

crisis that ended up putting the entire euro area at risk. At the height of the crisis, it seemed that 

Greece might default and leave the euro area, possibly with the risk of breaking up the euro area, 

as others might follow its example. At the eleventh hour, the crisis was managed, if not resolved. 

In the interim, the EU gained more powers (in the form of new mechanisms such as the European 

Semester, the ‘Fiscal Compact,’ and the European Stability Mechanism), but citizens became 

much less enthusiastic about the EU, with citizens in fall 2012 and spring 2013 dropping to their 

lowest support of the EU, in terms of the positive/negative image the EU conjures up. The topic 

of financial crisis may provide the clearest instance of all components of the above dictionary 

definition of ‘crisis’: a time of intense difficulty or danger (for some domestic euro area members 

and for the EU as a whole); a time when difficult or important decisions must be made (the 

immediacy of individual country bailouts, or larger decisions regarding the governance of EMU); 

and a turning point of a disease when an important change takes place, indicating either recovery 

or death (new mechanism and institutions created in response to the euro crisis that attempt to 

bolster the stability and durability of EMU). 

Literature on this topic comprises pre-crisis works that were prescient of an eventual EMU 

emergency, as well as more recent research on the immediate effects of the euro area financial 

crisis. The former comprises those who identified that the asymmetry of EMU represented a non-

optimal currency area, recognizing that a monetary union without an accompanying fiscal union 

placed the euro area in a precarious position, should a significant economic downturn come to pass 



6     Review of European and Russian Affairs 12 (1), 2018 

 

 

(Bayoumi and Eichengreen 1994, Dyson 1994, Krugman 1993, Verdun 2000), as well as those 

who predicted that political conflicts between EMU members over the scope and jurisdiction of 

the Maastricht Treaty in monetary affairs would be inevitable (Feldstein 1997). The latter group, 

growing in scope, identifies a number of areas both political and economic that have been and 

continue to be affected by financial crisis within the euro area (Menz and Smith 2013). These 

include discussions of political legitimacy (Schmidt 2014), analyses of domestic economies and 

the implications of austerity measures on these economies (Matthijs and Blyth 2015), and 

examinations of the panoply of EU responses to financial crisis in the context of theories of 

European integration (Schimmelfennig 2015; Jones et al. 2015; see also the special issue of the 

Journal of European Public Policy on the theme “European integration in times of crisis: 

theoretical perspectives” and the introduction by its editors Ioannou et al. 2015). In many ways, 

these two groups of scholarly work taken together drive home the argument that crisis is helpful, 

if not essential, to furthering movement in either direction in the process of European integration. 

Indeed, research shows that the actors in the policy-making process were willing to move forward 

on EMU despite the lack of an optimal currency area, precisely because of the perceived future 

spillover effects on economic policy-making (Verdun 2000, 196). The findings here demonstrate 

that EU member states and policy-makers were at the time not only aware of the possibility of 

financial crisis (although perhaps not of its likely extent when it actually arrived in 2008), but were 

to some degree even relying on an economic downturn as motivation to strengthen and deepen the 

integration of the euro area.  

The paradox that the euro crisis presents is that, while its effects indeed demonstrate progress in 

institutional reforms targeting fiscal surveillance, banking union, and a degree of emergency funds, 

they also simultaneously reinforced debates over the effectiveness, appropriateness, and 

legitimacy of EMU as a whole. However, in applying the risk society thesis, there is perhaps no 

paradox at all, as the institutional features of EMU that galvanized the financial crisis in the euro 

area could instead be understood as a deliberate risk undertaken by EU policy-makers in order to 

attend to the greater perceived value of deeper integration. Furthermore, given that many European 

nations have been built at the end of a period of war or during a time of nation-state formation, the 

EU is being created currently in a piecemeal fashion. There is no grand plan. Hence, integration 

can only occur on a step-by-step basis. In the past, it has been clear that grand plans often lack 

support from a wider public or from key constituencies that need to approve it (e.g., the European 

Defence Community did not find support in the French parliament in August 1954; fifty years later, 

the 2004 Treaty Establishing a Constitution for Europe was voted down in referendums in France 

and the Netherlands in spring 2005). Thus, a proven strategy of European integration is to move 

step by step. The assumption is that when the limits of integration come to the fore, the politicians 

and publics will be better able to assess the issues at stake and why deeper integration is necessary. 

It could be argued that the crisis of legitimacy is in many ways the broad umbrella under which all 

large-scale events internal to the EU might fall. The question of whether a democratic deficit exists 

in supranational governance – and if it does exist, what to do about it – has been posed by 

academics, policy-makers, and commentators for decades (Verdun 1998; Stavridis and Verdun 

2001; Crombez 2003; Schmitter 2000). Early modern efforts at European integration, beginning 

with the European Coal and Steel Treaty, tend to be characterized as being supported by a 

‘permissive consensus,’ whereby public perception of integrative efforts was markedly favourable 

and considered to be likely the result of direct memories of war, Cold War international politics, 

and the optimistic climate resulting from the establishment of the Common Market in 1962 – or 
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some combination of these three variables (Inglehart 1967). The increased pace of integration set 

by the completion of the single market is one likely source of this crisis, as the post-war rationale 

for European integration collectively faded from being at the forefront of public consciousness 

concomitantly to EU governance becoming more tangibly visible to the public, as in the areas of 

citizenship, borders, and currency; the numerous national referendums held in response to the 

Maastricht Treaty and subsequent treaties reflect this slow trend, to some degree. The debate itself 

considers whether the EU has a sufficient democratic mandate from its citizens via indirect 

representation to govern at the supranational level, or whether the increase of EU-level governance 

has shaded into the realm of non-accountable technocracy. The EU’s specific institutional forms 

of supranational governance create an uneasy space for contestation; although it possesses more 

mechanisms of democratic input than any other global governance institution, its non-state 

character obfuscates the link between input and output, and the lack of familiar processes of direct 

democracy compound this problem (Hurrelmann 2014).  

Early post-war logic on the permissive consensus surrounding European integration does not 

extend to post-Maastricht developments, or at least does not extend easily without visible and 

tangible societal gains: “functionalism is not antithetical to myth, but on the contrary invokes a 

powerful myth of its own, namely that of modernity as rationalization” (Hansen and Williams 

1999, 235). Exacerbating this problem are the new institutions created in response to financial 

crisis and the heavy-handed prescription of austerity measures accompanying bailout packages. 

Both measures have been criticized by citizens and political parties alike for being overly intrusive 

into national policy-making and domestic welfare states (Mény 2014). The tension arising from 

this perceived intrusion has led to more polarizing debates on potential solutions to democratic 

deficit: those that recommend increased fiscal federalism (Hallerberg et al. 2012), or deeper 

political integration towards more effective transnational governance (Habermas 2012), or both 

(Schure and Verdun 2018); and those that advocate diminishing the role of the EU and returning 

to more visible forms of sovereign governance (Zielonka 2014). The latter argument has frequently 

shaded into political platforms labelled as ‘populist’ by observers from numerous academic and 

journalistic circles (Offe 2015; Müller 2016), as the underlying logic reflects the idea of 

nationalism providing an immediate solution to the EU’s democratic deficit. 

The next section briefly examines four current ‘crises’ in the EU, and attempts to situate each event 

in the context of challenge to the logic of integration. 

 

Political, Economic, and Social Crises in the EU 

In considering different varieties of crisis scenarios and the impact of significant events on the 

trajectory of European integration, we examine four different events (ongoing at some level at the 

time of writing) affecting the integrity of the EU as a supranational institution: the euro area crisis, 

the migrant crisis, the rise of populism across numerous EU member states, and Brexit. While 

these four events are not all examined in equal depth in the articles of this special issue, we present 

them as significant to understanding the character and purpose of EU governance. 

The euro area crisis, discussed in more detail above, represents the biggest challenge to the very 

justification of the EU’s existence. Although economic in its origin, the crisis and its aftermath 

have visibly affected social policies normally understood to be the purview of domestic decision-
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making, such as employment levels and welfare state benefits. The encroachment of the EU into 

national political economies has helped shift the public perception of EMU from being a flagship 

success of the single market toward becoming the symbol of the downside of European integration 

(see also the recent Special Issue of Government and Opposition “Democracy without Solidarity: 

Political Dysfunction in Hard Times,” edited by Erik Jones and Matthias Matthijs, in particular 

their introduction, Jones and Matthijs 2017). The extent of the euro area crisis brings into question 

issues of democratic legitimacy and economic technocracy, and – perhaps most critically for the 

structural health of the EU – challenges the logic of community in the face of real and present 

economic dangers. In terms of the potential for a crisis to reach a level of danger that disrupts the 

EU’s entire undertaking, the euro area crisis poses a significant threat to the continued integrity of 

the union, when considering the arguments for technocratic decision-making systems across the 

euro area, and yet, it similarly meets the definition of crisis being a significant point of opportunity, 

when considering some of the new institutional mechanisms that have evolved in response to the 

crisis, such as the European Semester (Verdun and Zeitlin 2017). 

The refugee crisis saw a massive influx of asylum seekers and other undocumented migrants 

coming into Europe from Northern Africa via the Mediterranean Sea or overland from the Middle 

East via Southeast Europe. The flow of refugees had started years ago, but came to full crisis when 

millions flocked to Europe in 2015. The sheer numbers of migrants entering EU countries – which 

for many member states reflected a 100-800% increase in asylum applications from the previous 

year (Eurostat 2016) – presented a difficult tension between humanitarian and economic 

considerations. The free movement of peoples within the Schengen Area, combined with the depth 

of economic integration achieved in the single market, meant that the massive influx of 

undocumented migrants could not be the problem of a single country or group of countries, as the 

fact of open borders meant that undocumented migrants could move easily between Schengen 

countries. The lack of clear EU response to this crisis – indeed, the lack of consensus among 

member states whether there even ought to be a common EU response – caused further damage to 

the coherence of the European integration project. Member states responded differently to the call 

for a common approach. Some member states took on more refugees than others, in particular 

Germany and Sweden. Various countries that joined the EU in 2004 were more reluctant and 

opposed the EU quota system. Some member states reinstated border controls in an attempt to 

contain the flow of migrants from different directions. Compounding these problems, the rise of 

identity politics in many places fuelled public discontent and reinforced political perceptions of 

Muslim populations in Europe. 

The migrant crisis on its own could theoretically represent a variety of crisis that is acute, but short-

term, and likely without long-term injury to the integrity of the EU as a supranational organization. 

Three considerations would support this view. First, this crisis began with events external to the 

EU and its member states. As opposed to the euro area crisis, which is rooted in the structure of 

EMU and thus in decisions made by European policy-makers, the migrant crisis is the result of 

externalities that lie much more beyond the EU’s purview or immediate control. This characteristic 

puts the pressure of the crisis on response tactics, but lessens the need to justify the entire 

undertaking of EU integration. Put another way, the crisis may well have taken place whether the 

EU existed as a supranational entity or not. Second, the variety of crisis in this case is inextricable 

from economics. The height of the migrant crisis during the summer of 2015 coincided with Greece 

facing sovereign default and the euro dipping in confidence (Otero-Iglesias 2016); the theoretical 

flipside of this overlap is that economic growth and stability could buffer the impact of the crisis. 
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As numerous scholars have demonstrated, public perceptions of immigrants are more negative 

during periods of economic stagnation or decline, and/or where the economic threat is subjectively 

perceived (Sniderman et al. 2004; Goldstein and Peters 2014). Third, and again in contrast with 

the euro area crisis, the substance of the EU’s response itself to the crisis has not yet significantly 

intruded into the domestic policy-making of most member states (with the exception of Greece) 

(European Commission 2017b). The migrant quota system proposed by the European Commission 

in 2015 sought to redistribute asylum seekers among all EU member states. However, after swift 

and consistent opposition from the Visegrád Group (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and 

Slovakia), the redistribution system was all but abandoned in 2016 (Gotev 2016). The 

reinstatement of border controls by numerous EU and Schengen members, as a way of attempting 

to control the flow of migrants, has been met with concern. Perhaps remarkably, the European 

Commission did not intervene, and it did not even deliver outright criticism (The Economist 2016). 

Both of these examples illustrate the tenacity of national sovereignty. These examples are evidence 

of the fragility of the EU level of authority on certain topics such as the migrant crisis – although 

one reason might be that it has been framed as a disaster outside of the EU’s making. 

A central indirect effect of the migrant crisis has been the sharp rise of populism as a dynamic 

political platform across numerous European countries. The term “populism” here is that of a “thin 

ideology” used by Mudde (2004), referring to a general framework that contrasts a pure people 

with a corrupt elite. The orientation of a populist political party can vary from nationalist to 

agrarian, far-right to socialist; the unifying strategy is that of appealing to the masses as a source 

of authority apart from existing institutions (Müller 2016). In the context of the EU, where 

legitimacy rests almost entirely upon indirect representation and technocratic authority, the 

increase in popularity of populist ideologies presents a significant challenge by way of underlying 

objections to the status quo. This is most evident in the political parties that have given shape to 

populism across EU member states. The specific platforms of such parties vary according to 

national context (prominent examples here include anti-immigration, anti-Islam, and the return to 

national protectionism), but one cohesive theme is the rejection of European integration. If populist 

sentiment represents opposition to globalist, cosmopolitan liberalism, the EU becomes clearly 

emblematic of all that populism rejects.  

The actual variety of crisis that the rise of populism represents is, however, unclear. While 

populism as an expression represents an ideological challenge, the level of threat is entirely 

contained in the substance of the practical challenge and in the actual possibility of change. The 

strength of the crisis of populism is that it is helpful in elucidating when and how the decisions of 

those in power appear to be disconnected from voters across the EU; or, put another way, the 

notion that populist expression itself presents a crisis is entirely rooted in the social construction 

of whether the status quo of democratic institutions is legitimate. In this sense, populism is perhaps 

the more recent incarnation of expression of discontent with a democratic deficit. In light of the 

Oxford Dictionary’s above definition of ‘crisis,’ the rise of populism could represent the “turning 

point of a disease when an important change takes place,” i.e., the ability of the EU to adapt to the 

challenges that populism elucidates could, in the long term, actually help strengthen the 

representative capacities of the EU in its experiment in successful transnational governance. At 

present, populist ideology serves as a powerful source of protest, but has yet to govern as the new 

status quo, or even to present viable alternatives. Until such a turning point, the rise of populism 

could be understood in the EU context as a form of crisis that offers opportunities rather than full-
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scale chaos; however, the durability of these parties arguably reflects a shift in ideological 

acceptability within large swaths of European citizens, irrespective of electoral outcomes. 

The Brexit crisis was connected to both the euro area crisis and the refugee crisis in that the United 

Kingdom (UK) government and most of its citizens had, over the past years, been more skeptical 

about European integration, and in particular, about steps towards deepening it, than any of the 

other member states. National leaders and UK media were often quick to point a finger at the EU 

as the cause of any domestic issue. However, at the heart of Brexit lies a domestic issue firmly 

rooted in the Conservative party and in strategic moves taken by British politicians (Staiger and 

Martill 2018). The past year has shown that the UK has not been afraid to move towards a ‘hard 

Brexit,’ which makes its break from the EU more monumental than if it had agreed to a relationship 

that resembles that of Norway or Switzerland. The variety of crisis with Brexit is that of a shock, 

but one with potential for substantive change in how the remaining 27 member states are able to 

conceptualize the role of EU governance. By becoming the first EU member to invoke article 50 

of the Lisbon Treaty (giving notice of its intent to withdraw from the EU), the UK has set a 

precedent. In this sense, Brexit is more a crisis of the myth of ongoing and ‘successful’ European 

integration than foreshadowing necessarily a crisis of the EU (although the jury is still out; see 

Cini and Verdun 2018). In the early days after the Brexit referendum, some also wondered whether 

it would have a domino effect, that is, if political movements in other member states would seek a 

referendum to leave the EU. But 18 months hence, such a scenario seems less likely in the short 

term. Beyond this crisis of myth, the level of danger presented by Brexit towards the structural and 

ideational integrity of the EU is nominal. Rather, it offers opportunity for change in the style and 

substance of supranational governance. 

 

Conclusion 

The notion that European integration adapts in response to crisis offers a different outlook on the 

four crises outlined above. The history of the EU offers numerous examples of how a major event 

affected the decisions of policy-makers and changed the previously-intended direction of European 

integration. The euro area crisis, migrant crisis, rise of populism, and Brexit all fall into this broad 

category of events preceding change. The central difference is that all four of these events have 

been occurring at roughly the same time, and all are the result of many factors that are at once 

local, domestic, European, and global. As such, these particular four crises interact with each other, 

particularly when considering the depth and quality of legitimacy in European governance. Taken 

together as a parcel in the current moment, these four crises may seem to paint a picture of the EU 

as a flailing experiment in supranational authority that cannot compete with the durability and 

reliability of a national government. But as has been seen when analysing other EU crises, the 

developments away from the eye-catching news headlines may still paint a different picture. 

The context of ‘variety of crises’ offers a different perspective on the challenges that each event 

presents. Considering crisis as a spectrum ranging from problem to full chaos, and marrying the 

journalistic portrayal of crisis with the possibility for significant change, we can see that the euro 

area crisis, migrant crisis, rise of populism, and Brexit in turn each offer different challenges and 

opportunities for the future direction of the EU. It should also be noted that the very idea of a crisis 

is frequently political and convenient; it is an idea used by political actors, those invested in the 

existence and the power of the EU, to draw attention to the need to have the EU and to enable it to 
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be most effective. In so doing, it may also seek to turn the discussion away from basic 

intergovernmental accountability. As such, this type of construction of a crisis by EU leaders and 

their response is not that different from politics as usual in any self-contained nation-state. In this 

sense, the very notion of ‘crisis’ is ripe for critique in and of itself, and leaders are prone to use a 

crisis to draw power to the centre, either temporarily, or with a view to changing institutions for 

the longer term. 

The theme of this special issue is the consequences of crises in the current context of the EU. 

Bookending this special issue, the pieces by both Cherry and Drago speak to the EU’s need to deal 

with contestation. Cherry addresses the long-standing debate on democratic deficit to offer a novel 

strategy on bridging the gap between citizens and policy-makers – that of radical democratization 

while maintaining the strength of the supranational level. Drago addresses the rise of populism 

across European countries, and suggests that, in order to survive, the EU must actually embrace 

populist tendencies to strengthen its own commitment to peace and prosperity. In addressing the 

crisis of the euro area, Climie and Foster each examine the institutional repercussions of financial 

crisis in Europe. Climie’s examination of the EU’s mimicking of IMF institutional tools and 

Foster’s comparative assessment of financial securities regulation tools developed as a euro area 

response both attend to the implications of basic economic decisions that affect society as a whole, 

which – in the EU case – are perceived to be removed from democratic choice, but that actually 

repeat institutional manoeuvres that have taken place in other countries in other parts of the world.  

The theme connecting this Introduction with the articles contained in this special issue is the 

ongoing contestation of legitimate authority in each stage of each crisis. The public discomfort 

with supranational governance combined with the fragmented nature of European integration has 

resulted in the prioritization of legitimacy and subsidiarity over effectiveness. This “post-

functionalist” response (Hooghe and Marks 2009) is attentive to the long-simmering accusation of 

an EU democratic deficit, and yet limits the capacity of EU governance to advance in response to 

crisis. As such, à la Monnet, Europe will indeed be the sum of its responses to crisis, but the result 

thus far is more of a dynamic experiment, rather than a clear trajectory towards the growth of 

supranationalism. 
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