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Abstract

This study, commissioned by the European Parliament’s Policy
Department for Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs at the
request of the AFCO Committee, provides a brief overview of the
academic debates on Europeanisation as well as contestation
and politicisation of the EU and European integration. Against
this background, it focuses on the European public sphere(s), in
particular those based on the media and parliaments. The study
further discusses current reform proposals aiming to Europeanise
the European elections and concludes with recommendations on
increasing the legitimacy of the European Union.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

For along time, the European project drew its legitimacy from its capacity to solve problems effectively,
and the process of integration was largely accompanied by what Leon N. Lindberg and Stuart A.
Scheingold termed the ‘permissive consensus’: despite earlier periods of increasing contestation,
European integration was generally based on a broad consensus across the political mainstream on its
desirability, and citizens permitted their political representatives to pursue this course without much
interference.

Over time, however, the twin processes of increasing European integration and growing
Europeanisation of the member states have gone hand in hand with a decrease in public support for
the European Union (EU) and a growing politicisation of the integration project. The alleged consensus
gave way to something that Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks labelled a "constraining dissensus":
European integration has become a far more salient, controversial and contested issue, and political
parties and issue entrepreneurs try to mobilise and exploit related concerns for their electoral benefit.
The key diagnosis presented by eminent scholars such as Simon Hix was that EU politics had for
decades pretended that ‘real’ politics did not exist in Brussels and thereby refused to address pivotal
and salient political differences, political debates, and divergent political concepts within a wider and
deeper Europe.

Against this background, the aim of the study is two-fold. The first aim is to provide an overview of the
related academic debates on Europeanisation, the contestation and politicisation of the EU and EU
integration as well as on the European public sphere. The second aim of the study is to present and
discuss current reform proposals specifically aimed at a Europeanisation of the elections to the
European Parliament (Parliament).

Europeanisation, Politicisation and Democratic Legitimacy

Within political science, Europeanisation is most frequently conceptualised as a top-down or horizontal
process through which EU rules and procedures, but also norms, ideas and routines impact domestic
institutions and policies. A second, very broad, field deals with Europeanisation from a different
perspective, namely with the question of how the EU and European integration affect political culture,
citizens’ identities and political attitudes in terms of opposition and support. Here, recent debates focus
on two related issues, namely growing contestation and politicisation of the EU. Both are intimately
connected with the topic of the European public sphere, which, in turn, directly touches upon
questions regarding the Europeanisation of mass media or parliamentary communication.

Growing contestation and politicisation are certainly to some extent due to a growing sense of political
alienation among EU citizens. This is at least partly based on difficulties in understanding, let alone
participating in, remote decision-making at the EU level, and a feeling of helplessness vis-a-vis far-
reaching political decisions that affect their daily lives but that they have little voice in or vote on.
Citizens are (more or less) familiar with political parties, political competition and government
formation at the domestic level(s), while EU decision-making processes are highly complex and difficult
to understand, European political parties and groups in Parliament are mostly unknown, elections do
not have a recognisable effect on government formation and familiar left-right politics appear
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displaced by technocratic decision-making. In other words, the EU lacks the familiar structures and
institutions that provide input legitimacy.

For some commentators, politicisation has an inherently negative connotation, namely that the EU has
failed to successfully isolate issues from public debate and contestation in order to achieve better
policy outcomes. From this perspective, increasing politicisation of European integration constrains
national leaders from agreeing on the compromises needed to solve urgent policy problems for fear of
domestic backlash, especially as Eurosceptic parties and actors aim to mobilise national publics against
the EU and further integration. Increasing successes of Eurosceptic parties, in turn, could lead to
growing Euroscepticism within the EU institutions, hampering the EU decision-making process or, in
the worst case, even threatening the EU itself.

Others, by contrast, welcome politicisation as a desirable development and have proposed a number
of mechanisms aimed at injecting a healthy dose of politicisation by openly addressing political conflict
in the EU and utilising ideological and political conflicts to increase the visibility, transparency, and
legitimacy of policy-making at the EU level. Here, politicisation is supposed to insert elements of drama,
and thus to increase public awareness and interest in EU politics with the aim of reinforcing the
connection between the EU and its citizens.

The European Public Sphere(s)

Transparency, openness and politicisation are also intimately related to the notion of the European
public sphere as an arena for EU-wide public discourse. The definition of and the functions ascribed to
the public sphere differ according to the democratic theories they are based on, yet there is a basic
consensus that it should, first, provide citizens with the necessary information to, second, enable them
to scrutinise actions of political actors to hold them accountable, third, provide citizens and groups
with the opportunity of discussing important political questions and making their voices heard by
policy makers and, fourth, foster the development of a sense of belonging to a common (European)
community.

Most commentators agree that a unified and truly European public sphere would require a common
language, a shared identity and, most importantly, a common infrastructure, i.e. European media - and
that neither of these vital elements are seen as fully present or likely to fully develop in the EU within
the near future. As a result, the academic debate has turned to the notion of national, but Europeanised
and connected, public spheres, and to national media and parliaments as two important arenas for
public debate.

With regard to the media the literature presents a mixed picture. While we have undoubtedly
witnessed a remarkable growth in European and transnational media over the last three decades, they
continue to attract mainly elite audiences, while the reach among the broader European public remains
very modest. At the same time, we do observe a growing Europeanisation of the national media.
Important EU issues or events get fairly broad coverage, both in terms of vertical and, albeit limited,
horizontal Europeanisation. Yet the specific media logic according to which ‘the only good news are
bad news’ also often results in a focus on ‘strategic reporting’ and thus on personalised conflicts or
battles between a small number of, mainly executive, political actors - even by media with a more pro-
European editorial line. One the one hand, this commercial logic that favours sensationalism, a
personalisation of politics as well as an emphasis on national interests to make EU politics more salient
for the readers, can foster a politicisation of EU politics. One the other hand, it also increases the risk of
a ‘spiral of Euroscepticism’ driven by both the supply and demand of negative news about the EU.
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Parliament as well as the national parliaments, in turn, often struggle to draw the attention of the media
despite their increased efforts to communicate EU issues to their citizens. The media report regularly,
albeit selectively, on plenary debates on EU issues but, overall, parliamentary actors tend to play a
minor role in EU news compared to executive domestic or EU actors. Indeed, Parliament even has to
compete with national parliaments for media attention, and often finds itself on the losing side.
Recognisability seems to play an important role here. Outside of European elections, national
parliaments’ EU activities seem to be more relevant for the media than those of Parliament, not least
because journalists still seem to find it difficult to cover a Parliament that is so different to the national
parliaments their readers are familiar with.

Europeanisation of the European Elections?

The Europeanisation of European elections has been analysed with two main approaches, the second-
order election model and the EU issue voting model. Generally, comparative reviews of these models
most frequently find that European elections are still somewhat ‘second-order’, while there is also
evidence for some degree of EU issue voting. Focusing on the timeline from the first European elections
in 1979 to the most recent iteration in 2019, the usual consensus is that European elections have
gradually become more European. However, this development appears far from a common, linear
trend. Essentially, as shown for the 2009 and 2014 elections, common crises which produce common
(or at least similar) political problems and campaign issues appear to push for increasing
Europeanisation. The lack thereof, as in 2019, often allows for a re-nationalisation of political campaigns
(top-down) and of the determinants of vote choice (bottom-up).

Indeed, the 2019 European elections were, according to the campaign material collected by the
European Election Monitoring Centre, overall characterised by a ‘low-intensity campaign’; in a majority
of the member states the campaign was barely perceptible. A common trend across Europe was the
continued dominance of domestic over European issues. On average, around two thirds of the
campaign content focused on distinctively national politics or blended domestic and European affairs;
only around a fifth of the campaign appeals centred on Europe or purely European topics and
perspectives. Moreover, even where EU issues were relevant for the campaign, they were very often
formulated as a simple binary choice for or against (more) EU integration.

As our analysis shows, the proposals made by Parliament regarding the harmonisation of national
electoral rules also had little impact, as most were not implemented by the member states for the 2019
elections. This is the case for most proposals that aim at a harmonisation of national electoral rules and
organisation, but also for the proposals to increase the visibility of European political parties in the
campaign. Very few member states followed Parliament’s proposals to make the names and logos of
European parties visible on national ballot papers. Equally, only a small fraction of the national parties
made their affiliation to European political parties visible during the electoral campaign.

The Spitzenkandidaten Process and the Introduction of Transnational Lists

Within the debates on how to increase the ‘Europeanness’ of European elections, and thereby the
democratic legitimacy of the EU, two key proposals have gained most prominence, namely the so-
called Spitzenkandidaten (lead candidate) model and the introduction of transnational lists.

The aim of the Spitzenkandidaten model was to engineer an open contest for the Commission
Presidency. Publicly visible, rival candidates were considered to be suitable vehicles to better
aggregate and present the political programs of the European parties, to focus political attention
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towards the levels of EU politics, and to inject a dose of politicisation into the election contests. The
introduction of lead candidates also represented an attempt to strip EU politics of its bureaucratic,
distant, and impersonal reputation, but instead to foster the links of European politicians with the
European electorate(s) and to and to improve the perception of political accountability, competence,
and leadership.

A key problem of the lead-candidate process, however, is its weak formal institutionalisation in the
Treaty on European Union. The formal basis of the Spitzenkandidaten model remains rather opaque
and only vaguely links the selection of the Commission President to the results of the preceding
European elections. By merely stating the Council should ‘take into account’ the outcome of the
elections, the lead-candidate process continues to be non-binding and open to strategic exploitation
and manipulation.

With vague institutional ‘rules’ that were open to interference by self-interested actors, Parliament-led
‘revolution’ of 2014 was effectively terminated by a Council-led ‘counter-revolution’ in 2019. The
European elections of 2014 were successful by installing the Spitzenkandidat nominated by the largest
parliamentary group as the Commission President. After the 2019 elections, however, Parliament failed
to clearly and unambiguously support and defend the lead-candidate process with a clear majority,
which ultimately enabled actors from the intergovernmental sphere to intervene and prevent the
selection of EPP candidate Manfred Weber, but also of PES candidate Frans Timmermans. The casual
abandonment of the Spitzenkandidaten process after the election likely frustrated integrationist voters
and reinforced the view of Eurosceptics that the EU is an undemocratic system. The damage done will
be difficult to recover from, and it is challenging to imagine how voters in future European elections
could be motivated to believe in the lead-candidate model and how they could be convinced that their
political preference and electoral choice do have a real impact on the selection of key personnel at the
European level.

In more empirical terms, our study clearly shows the limited success of the lead-candidate process after
its second iteration: its introduction did not boost electoral turnout, and the Spitzenkandidaten, who
had little name recognition in larger segments of the European publics, failed to successfully
communicate the European policies they stood for. Likewise, there is almost no empirical evidence that
the lead-candidate process strengthened the electoral connection within the EU or brought about a
general trend towards the Europeanisation of political communication, electoral campaigns, and
political behaviour.

The European parties invested significant resources into advertising the lead-candidate system and
promoting individual Spitzenkandidaten. Yet there is ample evidence that these efforts merely helped
to connect with voter groups that were young, well-informed, and resolutely integrationist. So as to
politicise European elections, the process was most effective among those voters that were already
involved and politically aware but failed to impact those strata of the European publics which were
alienated from EU politics.

In summary, the idea of the lead-candidate system was celebrated as a meaningful step so as to not
only dramatise, politicise and Europeanise the election of the Parliament, but also to directly tie the
selection of the Commission top executive to a Europe-wide popular vote. While the empirical reality,
by contrast, has been sobering, it also needs to be kept in mind that it takes time for the effects of
institutional reforms to materialise, especially if they aim at changing behaviour. Yet to be successful,
further iterations of the Spitzenkandidaten process would require at the very least unified, cross-party
support in Parliament for the procedure and the outcome, and ideally an institutional formalisation in
the Treaty.
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The common label ‘transnational lists’, in turn, refers to numerous vague ideas and specific proposals
that aim to construct an additional constituency featuring lists of candidates selected not by national,
but by transnational actors. What different proposals have in common is that they see the introduction
of transnational lists as a further and crucial stepping-stone in the endeavours to turn European
elections from second- into first-order contests. On the voter side, the provision of a pool of
transnational candidates is expected to focus voter attention upon a diverse group of transnational
candidates, the specific policies they stand for, and the European political parties that have fielded
them. On the party side, the introduction of transnational lists aims at strengthening the European
parties vis-a-vis the national parties, enabling them to formulate coherent positions and to effectively
side-line currently dominant national aspects of campaigning, candidate selection, and vote choice.

The most prominent proposal has been put forward by the ‘Duff report’, named after the British MEP,
Liberal Democrat, and federalist Andrew Duff. It suggested that ‘each elector would be enabled to cast
one vote for the EU-wide list in addition to their vote for the national or regional list’. Supporters of this
proposal attempted to use the British withdrawal from the EU by constructing a transnational
constituency based on a share of the seats previously held by British MEPs. Although the initiative
suggested a very limited pool of only 27 transnationally elected MEPs, it did not win majority support
in Parliament.

So far, we therefore do not have similar experiences to draw on regarding the introduction of
transnational lists. In our view, however, most related reform proposals are too limited in scope. In light
of the continued second-order nature of European elections, we are sceptical whether voters, who
frequently fail to notice or to recall the lead candidates and the policies they are supposed to stand for,
would be able to connect with a small pool of transnationally fielded candidates. Moreover, limited
measures would introduce additional complexity without sufficient benefits, likely further alienate
some voter segments, and reinforce the reputation of the EU as an enormously complicated and
unnecessary complex political system. A very small pool of candidates might even prove
counterproductive, because it makes Parliament vulnerable to accusations of violating the character of
a genuine, representative parliament, of creating different groups of representatives within a
patchwork institution that lacks clear-cut features of a representative body, and of, to put it bluntly,
symbolic politics and window-dressing. To achieve some impact at all on voter information and to
foster electoral linkages among voters and their representatives, we believe that any promising reform
proposal would need to establish a much more sizeable pool of transnational candidates which covers,
ideally, at least half of all MEPs.

Recommendations (Selection)

We strongly recommend focusing on institutional reform proposals which result in a simpler
institutional setup of the EU’s political system.

Despite the limited success for far, we do believe that the Spitzenkandidaten system —in some form -
is worth saving. Yet it can no longer be at the disposal of the political actors involved but must be based
on a legal and binding formalisation of the process through which the selection of the Commission
President is linked to the election result in Parliament. One option would be a constitutional provision
that the lead candidate of the largest political group of Parliament will, quasi automatically, be
appointed Commission President. The other, in our view better, option would be for Parliament to elect
the Commission President out of the pool of lead candidates.

We also support the introduction of transnational lists for a sizable transnational constituency covering
at least half of the MEPs as a means of Europeanising the European elections. It must be ensured,
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however, that a transnational constituency does not provide incentives for the European political
parties to focus their campaigns predominantly, let alone solely, on a few member states with the
largest number of voters, which would be fatal for the legitimacy of Parliament. One option here would
be to base the transnational constituency on a single EU-wide district, but to field separate
transnational lists in each of the member states or even in cross-border constituencies. As a result, the
European political parties would campaign with different transnational lists in the different EU sub-
districts.

We encourage Parliament to pursue its proposals for amendments to the European Elections Act with
renewed vigour and to push for a harmonised and fully European electoral system. Fundamentally
different electoral rules violate the basic democratic principle of equality that ought to inform elections
to the supranational parliament. Ideally, provisions regarding European elections ought to be
transferred fully into a single set of unified European electoral rules, i.e. a truly European Electoral Law

The suggestions above require revision and ratification of the EU Treaties as well as the European
Election Act. Given the EU’s large number of veto players as well as their lack of incentives to implement
them, the prospects for reforms are not necessarily good. Yet the upcoming Conference on the Future
of Europe, currently likely to start in September 2020, may provide a true opportunity.

The success of the Conference will depend crucially on the agenda and how it is set. Putting issues
related to institutional matters, including the Spitzenkandidaten system, transnational lists and
European election rules on the agenda could allow for a broad public debate and provide citizens with
an actual say over their democratic participation in the EU. This requires, however, that possible Treaty
changes or amendments of the European Electoral Act are not, formally or informally, taken off the
agenda.

The success of the Conference will also crucially depend on how citizens and civil society are involved.
Instruments such as citizens' dialogues or online consultations can undoubtedly foster mutual
understandings, both among citizens and between citizens and decision makers. Given the
experiences with previous exercises, however, an improved approach is needed to take citizens’ views
into account and to actually transform them into EU policy making.

We welcome the Commission’s emphasis on communication as a joint responsibility, on the fight
against disinformation and the promotion of media literacy as well as EU education. Yet we caution
against any attempt to return, within a corporate communication approach, to a ‘neutralisation of
ideology’ — whether based on allegedly purely factual arguments or on engaging and emotional
storytelling.

Finally, the EU also needs take the legitimising potential of national parliaments and inter-
parliamentary cooperation and communication more seriously. Here, the introduction of an annual
‘European Week’ taking place simultaneously in all national parliaments, with debates between MPs,
European Commissioners, MEPs and representatives of civil society on the Commission Work
Programme could support the emergence of connected inter-parliamentary public spheres. In
addition, such an event is likely to attract rather considerable media coverage. We also advocate a
formal institutionalisation of the so-called ‘green card’ as a means to provide national parliaments with
an opportunity to engage collectively in an active and constructive inter-parliamentary deliberation on
EU responsibilities.
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1. INTRODUCTION

For along time, the European project drew its legitimacy from its capacity to solve problems effectively,
and the process of integration was largely accompanied by what has been called the ‘permissive
consensus’®. This ‘permissive consensus’ of the European publics, ill-informed and disinterested in
European politics but willing to go along with integration, enabled political elites to pursue their own,
mostly integrationist goals in a rather unchecked fashion. With the erosion of public support for the
European Union (EU) and the politicisation of the integration project, however, the alleged consensus
gave way to something that Hooghe and Marks? labelled a ‘constraining dissensus’: European
integration became a far more salient and often a highly contested issue. Public support of the EU
declined, and parties, voters and political entrepreneurs tried to pick up and exploit these concerns for
their electoral benefit.

In a highly influential account, Simon Hix* addressed ‘what's wrong about the European Union’ and
also discussed ‘how to fix it". Crucially, the author underlines that policy gridlock within, and draining
support for, the EU do not per se arise from its flawed institutional construction, but have rather been
reinforced by a shift in its political programme that has moved from regulatory politics and market
building in its initial stages towards distributive politics as well as social and economic reform within a
state of both wider and deeper integration. The key diagnosis was that EU politics has for decades
pretended that thereis not any ‘real’ politics in ‘Brussels’ and thereby refused to address pivotal political
differences, political debates, and divergent political concepts within the European ‘family’ - when, in
reality, intense ideological conflicts exist, for instance among neo-liberal reformers and the preservers
and supporters of a traditional European social model.

The suggested remedy is to openly address political conflict and to utilise emergent ideological and
political conflict in order to increase the visibility, transparency, and legitimacy of policy-making at the
European level. Politicisation is supposed to insert elements of drama, to thus increase public
awareness and interest in EU politics with the aim of reinforcing the connection between EU politicians
and citizens. Only openness and transparency of democratic politics at the European level ensure that
those who believe they do not gain in substantive terms are at least willing to provide ‘loser's consent’
to specific policies and to European integration, in general. Hix* identifies two key prerequisites, namely
(1) an appropriate institutional design, which allows for a democratic leadership contest and (2)
political elites willing to accept political contestation and the legitimacy of those who ‘win’ and get to
implement their political program.

At the same time, transparency, openness and politicisation are intimately related to the notion of the
European public sphere as an arena for EU-wide public discourse. Most commentators agree that a
unified and truly European public sphere would require a common language, a shared identity and,
most importantly, a common infrastructure, i.e. European media® - and that neither of these vital

' Lindberg, L. L. and Scheingold, S. A., ‘Europe’s would-Be polity: Patterns of change in the European community’, Englewood

Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1970.

Hooghe, L. and Marks, G., ‘A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From Permissive Consensus to Constraining Dissensus’,

British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No 1, 2009, pp. 1-23.

Hix, S., What's Wrong with the European Union and How to Fix It, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2008.

Hix, S., What's Wrong with the European Union and How to Fix It, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2008.

5 Gerhards, J., ‘Westeuropaische Integration und die Schwierigkeiten der Entstehung einer europiischen Offentlichkeit’,
Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie, Vol. 22, 1993, pp. 96-110; Grimm, D., ‘Does Europe Need a Constitution?’, European Law Journal,
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elements are seen as present or likely to develop within the EU within the near future. As a result, the
academic debate has turned to the notion of national, but Europeanised and connected, public spheres.
The definition of and the functions ascribed to the public sphere differ according to the democratic
theories they are based on, yet there is a basic consensus that it should, first, provide citizens with the
necessary information to, second, enable them to scrutinise actions of political actors to hold them
accountable, third, provide citizens and groups with the opportunity of discussing important political
questions and making their voices heard by policy makers and, fourth, foster the development of a
sense of belonging to a common (European) communitys.

Even complex phenomena, such as European (Union) politics, may be summarised by some simple
notions. In a seminal account, Plott’” proposes the ‘fundamental equation of politics’ and concludes that
political outcomes are an interactive result of individual preferences and collective institutions:
Preferences x Institutions => Outcomes. Therefore, any attempt to introduce political change may
either try to change individual preferences or to re-write institutional rules.

Certainly, systematically addressing, influencing, and changing the political preferences of political
actors or citizens is the harder alternative. The preferences of individual citizens and the structuring of
the European political space are not easily altered. Political cleavages and cleavage structures as the
baselines of a European political space emerge from often long-standing historical processes and are
not easily shifted by political actors. At the same time, any attempt to Europeanise European elections
depends crucially on the willingness of national political parties and actors, who have little incentive to
do so. This is also the case regarding a Europeanisation of national public spheres. The media operate
according to their own logic, which is not always conducive to a broad coverage of EU affairs. Similarly,
national parliaments have become more aware of their communication function in EU affairs, but
mainstream parties still face disincentives when it comes to the politicisation of EU policies, politics and
integration. The EU, finally, has invested considerably resources into (mostly) traditional political
advertising, but these efforts have often not been overly successful, and European citizens did not
necessarily like what they saw.

By contrast, changing the rules of the game is often an easier and more effective alternative so as to
introduce political change and to enhance the effectiveness and/or legitimacy of political decision-
making. Giovanni Sartori® has coined the term ‘Comparative Constitutional Engineering’ to summarise
attempts to manipulate electoral systems and/or the parliamentary or presidential structure of
executive government. Yet even within a nation state, inducing institutional and/or political reform
steps is a complex and complicated process. First, it is always difficult to provide an informed guess on
how some specific ‘constitutional engineering’ will impact preferences of publics and political actors
and whether a reform is actually able to achieve ‘its’ goals concerning both the input and output
dimensions of politics, and the parallel fulfilment of legitimacy and efficiency goals. Furthermore, any
reform project needs to be accepted, implemented and enacted by self-interested political actors.
Therefore, ‘arguing’ on reform proposals that claim or do achieve common gains is all too often

Vol. 1, No 13, 1995, pp. 282-302; Kielmansegg, P., ‘Integration und Demokratie’, in M. Jachtenfuchs and B. Kohler-Koch,
(eds.), Europdiische Integration, Leske und Budrich, Opladen, 1996, 47-71.
¢ Meyer, C. O. ‘Europdische Offentlichkeit als Kontrollsphdre: Die Europdische Kommission, die Medien und politische
Verantwortung, Vistas, Berlin, 2002, pp. here 68-71; Eriksen, E. O., '"An Emerging European Public Sphere’, European Journal
of Social Theory, 8 , No 3, 2005, pp. 341-363; De Vreese, C.H., ‘The EU as a public sphere’, Living Reviews in European
Governance Vo. 2, No 3, 2012, (updated version), here p. 6.
Plott, C., ‘Will Economics Become an Experimental Science?’, Southern Economic Journal, Vol. 57, No 4, 1991, pp. 901-919.
8 Sartori, G., ‘Comparative Constitutional Engineering. An Inquiry into Structures, Incentives and Outcomes’, Macmillan, London, 1994,
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overshadowed by ‘bargaining’ among political actors who lack motivation to change rules that
awarded them political office or are unable and/or uninterested to look or move beyond their personal
interest. The political science literature refers to numerous cases of (very frequently failed) attempts to
induce political change in established democracies and has especially focused on institution building
during and after transitions from authoritarian or totalitarian rule.

Of course, reform discussions are more complex and reform processes are much more complicated and
dragged out in political systems with many veto players.’ Needless to say that the EU is the example of
a political system severely constrained by both partisan and institutional veto players.”® Within EU
politics, self-interested bargaining therefore easily outweighs arguing about common goods, and
numerous actors within the European multi-level system are well-positioned to prevent or at least slow
down institutional change and reform initiatives. Lengthy negotiations therefore all too often result in
hyper-complex (institutional) compromise which is almost impossible to communicate and tends to
reinforce the image of the EU as an inefficient, slow, and detached political entity.

The reform proposals we discuss or propose within this report focus on the input and legitimacy
aspects of EU politics and assume that, in line with the suggestions by Simon Hix and others, aspects
of political legitimation and legitimacy can and will only be successfully addressed by increasing
politicisation, transparency, and visibility of its core institutions. We also believe that any reform
proposal needs to be evaluated whether it contributes to the simplification of political processes at the
European level, because the key problem is that too many citizens do not comprehend what the EU
actually is, what it does, and how it does things.

In the subsequent sections, we therefore start by providing a short overview of the concept of
‘Europeanisation’, its development and the main mechanisms of Europeanisation identified in the
academic literature. We then focus on two related but distinct developments regarding the
Europeanisation of politics, in particular, growing contestation and politicisation of the EU and EU
integration (section 2). Section 3 then discusses the European public sphere from a theoretical as well
as empirical perspective. Regarding the former, we present distinct conceptions of the public sphere
based on liberal, participatory and deliberative democratic theory; regarding the latter we focus on two
main arenas that provide the infrastructure for a public sphere, namely the media and parliaments.

The following sections focus on the Europeanisation of political contests and the elections to the
European Parliament (Parliament, EP), in particular. Section 4 introduces the topic by outlining the
academic contributions on both the second-order election model and on EU issue voting. Section 5
then turns to the 2019 elections and analyses whether and to what extent they were more
Europeanised elections compared to 2014. Here, we focus on the extent to which proposals by the
European Parliament, especially regarding the visibility of European parties in the campaigns, have
been implemented within the member states, on the intensity and issues of national campaigns, on
the media coverage of the elections and the campaigns on social media.

We then turn to the two most prominent proposals for institutional electoral reform that aim at turning
European elections into first-order contests: Section 6 evaluates to what extent the Spitzenkandidaten
process has fulfilled its aims after two rounds of the exercise in terms of increasing turnout, fostering
the personalisation of the elections, strengthening the electoral connection and providing incentives

°  Tsebelis, G., Veto Players. How Political Institutions Work’, Princeton University Press, Princeton, 2002.

10 Cf, instead of many others, the contributions in Kénig, T., Tsebelis, G. and Debus, M. (eds.), ‘Reform Processes and Policy Change: Veto

Players and Decision-Making in Modern Democracies’, Springer, New York, Berlin, 2012.
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for more Europeanised campaigns. We also discuss what we see as the greatest obstacle to a successful
continuation of the process, namely its almost casual abandonment after the 2019 election. Section 7
then examines the evolution of the debate on the introduction of transnational lists and discusses
potential advantages of and preconditions for a transnational constituency. In the final section, we
discuss policy recommendations aimed at increasing the legitimacy of the European Union based on
our analysis.

16 PE 654.628



Europeanising European Public Spheres

2. THE CONCEPT OF EUROPEANISATION

Despite the increasing importance of Europe for and its impact on the EU member states, political
science discovered the phenomenon of Europeanisation rather late. Scholars focused on the process
of European integration, trying to answer the question why sovereign states decide to cooperate ever
more closely and to set up supranational institutions to which they transfer part of their sovereignty.
Thus, they were mainly interested in ‘the process of [European] integration as the end point of a causal
process beginning with domestic and transnational societal interests and ending with European out-
comes’, i.e. a bottom-up perspective> on European integration.

From the early 1990s onwards, however, scholars became interested in the impact the European
integration process had on the member states - not least because this impact could no longer be
overlooked. Since the Single European Act of 1986, the policy-making competencies of the EC/EU have
become more and more comprehensive. After the long phase of neglect, research on ‘Europeanisation’
became something of a growth industry during the 2000s. This popularity was largely due to the fact
that the EU became a research field for comparative politics. While traditionally the focus of the political
science sub-discipline of international relations with its attention to processes of European integration,
both the recognition of the EU as a political system as well as its impact on the political systems of the
EU member states attracted the interest of researchers of comparative polities. Here, the concept of
Europeanisation can be considered as a link between these two subfields of political research.

2.1. The Problem of Defining Europeanisation

Despite a ‘torrent of publications, however, or perhaps even because of it, the concept of
Europeanization remains poorly and confusingly defined, and there is still no unified theory of
Europeanisation, but rather a broad range of different approaches. In fact, a look at the literature
demonstrates that scientists do not even agree on what is actually meant by the term Europeanisation,
which ‘Europe’ it refers to or what the term is trying to explain. Different disciplines developed distinct
meanings of the term, and even within political science several definitions and conceptualisations exist.

In some conceptualisations™, the term Europeanisation refers to the export or transfer of political
organisation, institutions, governance or just ‘ways of life’ beyond the European continent, a transfer
that from a historical perspective often took place through colonisation and force. A related
understanding of Europeanisation as changes in the EU’s territorial borders refers to EU enlargement
and on the accompanying processes of transformation and modernisation in new member states. From

"' Risse, T., Green Cowles, M., and Caporaso, J.A., ‘Europeanization and Domestic Change: Introduction’, in M. G. Cowles, J. A.
Caporaso and T. Risse (eds.), Transforming Europe. Europeanization and Domestic Change, Cornell University Press, Ithaca,
NY, 2001, pp. 1-20, here p. 12.

2. Caporaso, J. A. and Keeler, J. T.S., ‘The European Union and Regional Integration Theory’, in C. Rhodes and S. Mazey (eds.),
The State of the European Union: Building a European Polity? Lynne Rienner, Boulder, CO, 1995, pp. 29-61.

3 Mair, P., 'The Europeanization Dimension’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 11, No 2, 2004, pp. 337-348, here p. 338.

' For overviews, see Featherstone, K., ‘Introduction: In the Name of ‘Europe’?, in K. Featherstone and C. M. Radaelli (eds.), The
Politics of Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 3-26; Olsen, J.P., The Many Faces of Europeanization’,
Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 40, No 5, 2002, pp. 921-952; Sittermann, B., ‘Europeanisation — A Step Forward in
Understanding Europe?’, Working paper, Westfdlische Wilhelms-Universitdt Minster Nachwuchsgruppe Européische
Zivilgesellschaft und Multi-Level Governance’, online at:
https://ceses.cuni.cz/CESES-141-version1-2_1__ Sittermann_Nachwuchsgruppe on_Europeanisation_2006.pdf
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a cultural perspective, in turn, Europeanisation takes a rather broad understanding that focuses on the
transnational dispersion of cultural practices, lifestyles, ideas or traditions within Europe. The
‘increasingly undifferentiated supermarkets, the pizza parlours, the Benetton outlets, and the Irish bars
that are now to be found in the heart of almost every European city reflect a rapidly widening process
of informal Europeanization, or cross-cultural convergence”s — a process not always easy to distinguish
from globalisation.’® As the examples show, Europeanisation can refer to Europe in a broader territorial
or cultural sense, which is why some scholars have suggested distinguishing (political) processes
related to the European Union as ‘EU-isation’”.

Within political science, two main conceptualisations of Europeanisation have become dominant. The
first defines Europeanisation as the transfer of sovereignty to the European level resulting in ‘the
emergence and development at the European level of distinct structures of governance. These
definitions zoom in on the on the (bottom-up) creation or development of institutions and policies at
the European level and thus on the ‘institutionalization of a distinctly European political system™. As a
result, this concept of Europeanisation is difficult to distinguish form the concept of European
integration.

The larger share of the literature is based on the second perspective and ‘speaks of Europeanisation
when something in national political systems is affected by something European’?, conceptualising
Europeanisation as a top-down or horizontal process. The first impetus for the new research agenda on
Europeanisation is generally attributed to an article by Peter Gourevitch on the international system as
a determinant of domestic politics — the so-called ‘second image reversed’.?' Yet Robert Ladrech was
the first to provide a precise and since widely cited definition of the term Europeanisation in this sense.
He saw Europeanisation as ‘a process reorienting the direction and shape of politics to the degree the
EC political and economic dynamics become part of the organisational logic of national politics and
policy-making’.?2 This implies that domestic actors redefine their interests and behaviour according to
the norms, challenges and logic of EU membership. In a similar way, Europeanisation has been defined
as a process ‘by which domestic policy areas become increasingly subject to European policy-making»

5 Mair, P., 'The Europeanization Dimension’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 11, No 2, 2004, pp. 337-348, here p. 341.

¢ Sittermann, B., ‘Europeanisation — A Step Forward in Understanding Europe?, Working paper, Westfélische Wilhelms-
Universitdat Muinster Nachwuchsgruppe Europdische Zivilgesellschaft und Multi-Level Governance’, online at:
https://ceses.cuni.cz/CESES-141-version1-2 1 Sittermann Nachwuchsgruppe on_Europeanisation 2006.pdf, here p. 4.

7 Flockhart, T., ‘Europeanization or EU-ization? The Transfer of European Norms across Time and Space’, Journal of Common
Market Studies, Vol. 48, No 4, 2010, pp. 787-810; Radaelli, C.M., The Europeanization of Public Policy’, in K. Featherstone and
C. M. Radaelli (eds.), The Politics of Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 27-56, here p. 27.

8 Risse, T., Cowles, M. G., and Caporaso, J. A., ‘Europeanization and Domestic Change: Introduction’, in M. Green Cowles, J.
A.Caporaso and T.Risse (eds.), Transforming Europe. Europeanization and Domestic Change, Cornell University Press, Ithaca,
NY, 2001, pp. 1-20, here p. 3.

1 Mair, P., ‘The Europeanization Dimension’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 11, No 2, 2004, pp. 337-348, here p. 340,
emphasis in original.

2 Vink, M. P, ‘What is Europeanisation? And other questions on a new research agenda’, European Political Science Vol. 3, No
1, 2003, pp. 63-74, here p. 63.

2 Gourevitch, P., 'The second image reversed: the international sources of domestic politics’, International Organization, Vol.
32,No.4, 1978, pp. 881-912.

2 Ladrech, R., ‘Europeanization of Domestic Politics and Institutions: The Case of France’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol.
32,No 1, 1994, pp. 69-88, here p. 69.

3 Borzel, T. A, ‘Institutional Adaptation to Europeanization in Germany and Spain’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol.
37,No 4, 1999, pp. 573-596, here p. 574.
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or as a process of ‘domestic adaptation to pressures emanating directly or indirectly from EU
membership,

An encompassing and widely cited definition, finally, that incorporates both perspectives was provided
by Claudio Radaelli:

‘Europeanisation consists of processes of a) construction, b) diffusion and c) institutionalisation of
formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, “ways of doing things” and shared
beliefs and norms which are first defined and consolidated in the EU policy process and then
incorporated in the logic of domestic (national and subnational) discourse, political structures and
public policies.”

Europeanisation in this sense can impact various different aspects of domestic adaptation, such as
political institutions, policies, actor preferences, actions and strategies, but also norms, ideas, cultural
traditions, everyday habits and identities. Europeanisation should not, however, be confused with
either convergence or harmonisation. Convergence can be a consequence of European integration and
Europeanisation processes. Similarly, harmonisation of, e.g., national policies is often seen as an
important goal of European integration. Yet empirical research suggests that Europeanisation can lead
to a 'differential’ impact of European requirements on domestic policies: ‘Countries have responded to
the pressures of Europeanization as they have to those of globalisation at different times to differing
degrees with different results's. Importantly, the ways, or mechanisms, through which European
integration and EU politics/policies impact the member states vary. Here, scholars distinguish between
vertical and horizontal mechanisms.

2.2. Vertical Mechanisms of Europeanisation

In many policy areas the EU regulates through supranational law or decisions, which directly and
hierarchically impact policies or institutions within the member states. The precise mechanism of
Europeanisation, however, depends on the type of European intervention with a distinction being
made between instruments of positive and negative integration.

Positive Integration refers to the active development of European policies?. Examples can be found
primarily in the area of regulatory policies, such as consumer protection or environmental policies, but
even the Monetary Union is an example of positive integration ‘in which a fully fledged institutional
model of monetary policy is being diffused to the countries of the Euro-zone'®. Legislation at the
European level forces member states to adapt existing, or to develop new, policies or specific
instruments, often within a set period of time. In the case of negative integration®, EU legislation does
not force the member states to implement specific policies or policy instruments. Rather, the aim is to
restrict national regulatory options, mainly to create a common market without exactly defining what

2 Featherstone, K., ‘Introduction: In the Name of ‘Europe’?, in K. Featherstone and C. M. Radaelli (eds.), The Politics of
Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 3-26, here p. 17.

% Radaelli, C. M., ‘Europeanisation: Solution or Problem?’, European Integration Online Papers (EloP), Vol. 8, No 5, 2004, here p. 3.

% Schmidt, V., ‘Europeanization and the Mechanics of Policy Adjustment’, European Integration online Papers (EloP), Vol. 5,
No 6, 2001, here p. 1.

2 Scharpf, F. W., ‘Governing in Europe: Effective and Democratic?’, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999, here p. 45.

% Radaelli, C. M., ‘Whither Europeanization? Concept Stretching and Substantive Change’, European Integration online Papers
(EloP), Vol. 4, No 8, 2000, here p. 16.

2 Scharpf, F. W., ‘Governing in Europe: Effective and Democratic?’, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999, here pp. 50-71.
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this market should look like, for example through the mutual recognition of national regulations (e.g.
based on the 1979 ‘Cassis-de-Dijon’ decision of the European Court of Justice®) or the restriction of
national regulations that may hamper free market competition (e.g. EU competition policy).

For these hierarchical mechanisms, scholars have developed different explanations.

2.2.1. Goodness of Fit

According to the concept of ‘Goodness of fit'3t, Europeanisation depends on the congruence between
EU rules and regulations, on the one hand, and domestic policies or institutions, on the other, and thus
on the ‘level of misfit'. The less compatible the domestic system to European requirements, the greater
the misfit and the greater the adaptational pressure. The basic assumption is that to produce domestic
effects, EU policy must be somewhat but not too difficult to absorb at the domestic level. Domestic
policies that already encompass all European regulatory demands do not need to be adapted; where,
by contrast, domestic institutions or policies differ fundamentally from European requirements,
adaptation is extremely difficult and might result in inactivity or simply symbolic adaptation. As a result,
Europeanisation is expected to be most pronounced in cases of moderate goodness of fit. In addition,
domestic institutions play a key role in absorbing, rejecting, or domesticating Europe: Misfit is a
necessary, but not a sufficient condition for Europeanisation.’? Whether pressure will actually lead to
domestic adaptation and thus to ‘Europeanisation by institutional compliance’ therefore also
depends on domestic institutional factors® that either facilitate change/adaptation or make it more
difficult.

2.2.2. Political Opportunity Structure and Regulatory Competition

One criticism levelled against the ‘goodness of fit’ approach is that it is only able to explain certain
dynamics of Europeanisation as it is based on the existence of, more or less, clear-cut European
requirements and adaptational pressure. It is therefore considered of less explanatory value in areas of
negative integration, where adaptational pressure arises not from particular set of European
requirements. As Knill and Lehmkuhl®* have argued, domestic change or persistence is therefore not
primarily a matter of pressures on domestic institutions to adapt but must be explained by analysing
the extent to which European policies have altered the strategic position of domestic actors. Thus,
instruments of negative integration can have an impact on domestic politics by changing the political
opportunity structure, or in other words the rules of the game, for domestic actors. Europeanisation is

30 Judgement of Court of 20 February 1979. Rewe-Zentral AG v Bundesmonopolverwaltung fiir Branntwein, Case 120/78.
EU:C:1979:42. See also Alter, K. J., and Meunier-Aitsahalia, S., ‘Judicial Politics in the European Community: European
Integration and the Pathbreaking Cassis de Dijon Decision’, Comparative Political Studies, Vol. 26, No 4, 1994, pp. 535-561.

31 Borzel, T. A, and Risse, T., ‘Conceptualizing the Domestic Impact of Europe’, in K. Featherstone, and C. M. Radaelli (eds.),
The Politics of Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 57-80.

32 Borzel, T. A, and Risse, T., ‘Conceptualizing the Domestic Impact of Europe’, in K. Featherstone, and C. M. Radaelli (eds.),
The Politics of Europeanization, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 57-80, here p. 63.

3 Knill, C, and Lehmkuhl, D., ‘The National Impact of European Union Regulatory Policy: Three Europeanization Mechanisms’,
European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 41, No 2, 2002, pp. 255-280, here p. 258.

3 Here, Borzel und Risse draw on two strands of neo-institutionalism: from the perspective of rational choice
institutionalism, domestic veto-players with the power to block policy change play an important role; sociological
institutionalism, in turn, emphasises processes of socialisation and learning as well as the role of ‘policy entrepreneurs’,
see Borzel, T. A., and Risse, T., ‘Conceptualizing the Domestic Impact of Europe’, in K. Featherstone and C. M. Radaelli (eds.),
The Politics of Europeanization, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 57-80.

35 Knill, C,, and Lehmkuhl, D., The National Impact of European Union Regulatory Policy: Three Europeanization Mechanisms’,
European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 41, No 2, 2002, pp. 255-280, here p. 260.

20 PE 654.628


http:Europeanisation.32

Europeanising European Public Spheres

therefore the impact of EU legislation on the established constellation of the actors involved in the
national decision-making process by changing the distribution of power and resources between
domestic actors. The decisive factor for determining the degree of Europeanisation is which actors are
being strengthened or weakened through European intervention.

Closely related is the explanation based on ‘regulatory competition’s. Here, the argument is that rules
set by the EU can result in two kinds of competition among the member states, namely competition
between economic actors for clients or consumers, and competition between regulatory systems,
which may create pressure to adapt.

2.3. Horizontal Mechanisms and Soft Framing

The mechanisms of Europeanisation mentioned above are related to a clear top-down perspective and
the adaptation of member states to ‘hard’ instruments of European policy-making, typically directives,
regulations or case law of the Court of Justice. There are, however, a number of policy areas where the
EU does not have the authority to interfere with member state policy in such a strictly hierarchical way.
In some policy areas, the EU completely lacks the Treaty authority to become active, in others the EU
does issue directives or regulations, but these are either limited to minimal requirements or not binding
atall. In these areas, the European level neither exerts much pressure nor changes the rules of the game
for political actors. Rather, the EU provides solutions that can be taken up and incorporated in the
domestic debate. Change at the domestic level can be the result of changes in the problem perception
of national actors and lead to learning, a process even institutionalised in the Open Method of
Coordination (OMC).¥” Another potential for change is that the European level provides arguments and
thus political leverage to those actors at the domestic level interested in reform of a particular policy
area by providing suitable solutions and powerful arguments. By enabling political actors to refer to
the EU, the European level endows specific political solutions with legitimacy. Thus, in all these areas,
Europeanisation is not based on hierarchical intervention by the EU but on mechanisms of ‘soft
framing’®, in other words on change through discourse, learning and socialisation.

6 Bulmer, S. J., and Radaelli, C. M., ‘The Europeanisation of National Policy’, in S. J. Bulmer and C. Lequesne (eds.), Member
States and the European Union, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2005, pp. 338-359.

37 Radaelli, C. M., ‘Europeanisation: Solution or Problem?’, European Integration Online Papers (EloP), Vol. 8, No 5, 2004, here p.
11; Bulmer, S. J., and Radaelli, C. M., ‘The Europeanisation of National Policy’, in S. J. Bulmer, and Lequesne, C. (eds.), Member
States and the European Union, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2005, pp. 338-359; Bruno, I., Jacquot, S. and Mandin, L.,
‘Europeanization through its instrumentation: benchmarking, mainstreaming and the open method of co-ordination...
toolbox or Pandora’s box?’, Journal of European Public Policy,Vol. 13, No 4, 2006, pp. 519-536.

3% Radaelli, C. M., The Europeanization of Public Policy’, in K. Featherstone and C. M. Radaelli (eds.), The Politics of
Europeanization. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2003, pp. 27-56, here p. 43; Knill, C.,and Lehmkuhl, D., The National Impact
of European Union Regulatory Policy: Three Europeanization Mechanisms’, European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 41, No
2,2002, pp. 255-280, here pp. 271ff.
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2.4. Europeanisation of Politics — A Politicisation of the EU?

The mechanisms discussed above have been mainly applied in studies on the Europeanisation of
member state law and policies®, but also, inter alia, of political parties®, political institutions* or
administrations and their routines®. In addition, studies investigated the Europeanisation of new
Member States* and non-EU countries*. A second, very broad, field deals with Europeanisation from a
different perspective — and often without referring to the term explicitly — namely with the question of
how the EU and European integration affect political culture, citizens’ identities and political attitudes
in terms of opposition and support. This includes the literature on the phenomenon of public
Euroscepticism, on the concept of a common European identity as well as the related debate on the
European demos. Here, debates not only focus on the existence and prospects for a common identity
or European demos, but also on the question whether they are indispensable pre-conditions for the
democratisation of the EU or whether, in turn, a democratisation of the EU will engender a common
European identity. The literature is too broad to be discussed in detail here®, so we will focus on two
more recent and related issues in this context, namely the growing contestation and politicisation of
the EU. Both are intimately connected with the topic of the European public sphere, which, in turn,
directly touches upon questions regarding the Europeanisation of mass media or parliamentary
communication.

24.1. Europeanisation as Growing Salience and Contestation

For along time, the European project drew its legitimacy from its capacity to solve problems effectively,
and the process of integration was largely accompanied by what has been called the ‘permissive
consensus, Although long-term studies have also revealed earlier periods of increasing

% @raziano, P., and Vink, M. P. (eds.), Europeanization. New Research Agendas, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2007; Radaelli,
C. M. and Saurugger, S. (eds.), The Europeanization of Public Policy, special issue of the Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis,
Vol. 10, No 3, 2008.

4 Kilahci, E. (ed.), Europeanisation and Party Politics: How the EU affects Domestic Actors, ECPR Press, Colchester, 2012; Mair,
P., ‘Political Parties and Party Systems’, in P. Graziano and M. P. Vink (eds.), Europeanization: New Research Agendas, Palgrave
Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2007, pp. 154-166. Poguntke, T., Aylott, N., Carter, E., Ladrech, R. and Luther, K. R, (eds.), The
Europeanization of National Political Parties: power and organizational adaptation, Routledge, Abingdon, 2007.

4 Auel, K. and Benz, A., (eds.), The Europeanisation of Parliamentary Democracy, special issue of the Journal of Legislative
Studies, Vol. 11, No 3-4, 2005; Auel, K. and Christiansen, T., (eds.), National Parliaments after Lisbon, special issue of West
European Politics, Vol. 38, No 2, 2015; Brouard, S., Costa, O. and Kénig, T. (eds.), The Europeanisation of domestic legislatures.
The empirical implications of the Delors' Myth in nine countries, Springer, New York, 2012; Goetz, K. H., and Mayer-Sahling, J.-
H., ‘The Europeanisation of national political systems: Parliaments and executives’, Living Review in European Governance,
Vol. 3, No 2, 2008; Hefftler, C,, Neuhold, C., Rozenberg, O. and Smith, J. (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of National Parliaments
and the European Union, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2015.

42 Knill, C,, The Europeanisation of National Administrations. Patterns of Institutional Change and Persistence, Cambridge University
Press, Cambridge, 2001.

4 Lindstrom, N., The Politics of Europeanization and Post-Socialist Transformations, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2015;
Schimmelfennig, F., and Sedelmeier, U. (eds.), The Europeanization of Central and Eastern Europe, Cornell University Press,
Ithaca, NY, 2005; Sedelmeier, U., ‘Europeanisation in new member and candidate states’, Living Reviews in European
Governance, Vol. 1, No 3, 2006.

“  Schimmelfennig, F., ‘Europeanization beyond Europe’, Living Reviews in European Governance, Vol. 4, No 3., 2009.

% For overviews see, for example, Kaina, V. and Karolewski, I. P., 'EU governance and European identity’, Living Reviews in
European Governance, Vol. 8, No 1, 2013; and Loveless, M. and Rohrschneider, R., ‘Public perceptions of the EU as a system
of governance’, Living Reviews in European Governance, Vol. 6, No 2, 2011.

4 Lindberg, L. L. and Scheingold, S. A., ‘Europe’s would-Be polity: Patterns of change in the European community’, Englewood
Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1970.
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contestation¥, European integration was based on a broad consensus across the political mainstream
on its desirability, and citizens permitted their political elites to pursue this course without much
interference. What is more, European integration up to the Single European Act (SEA) was not only
relatively limited in its functional scope, policy making was also relatively decoupled from ideological
or partisan positions“, This ‘neutralisation of ideology’ conditioned

the belief that an agenda could be set for the Community, and the Community could be led towards
an ever closer union amonag its peoples, without having to face the normal political cleavages present
in the Member States. ... European integration [was considered] as ideologically neutral regarding —
or as ideologically transcending — normal debates on the left-right spectrum’.*

Both, the ‘permissive consensus’ and the decoupling of EU policy making from partisan or ideological
positions, have greatly changed since. The Single European Act of 1986 and the Treaty on European
Union (TEU) in 1992 significantly extended the scope of EU policy areas. Importantly, with the
Maastricht Treaty, the EU’s competencies extended into the ‘core state powers’ of monetary policy and
justice and home affairs. The Maastricht Treaty also deepened the EU’s ambitions as a political union
including provisions on European citizenship. As a result, decisions made by the EU institutions have
increasingly been subject of political conflict, both at the domestic and the European level®. In
addition, the introduction of qualified majority voting (QMV) in the Council and its application to
virtually all matters relating to the creation of an internal market was one of the quintessential features
of the SEA, further expanded by the Maastricht and successive treaties. QMV fundamentally changed
decision making at the EU level from a purely intergovernmental to a supranational mode. Until then,
member states’ interests were formally protected by the veto option inherent to unanimity; QMV, by
contrast, formally introduced the distinction between majority and minority, between ‘winners’ and
‘losers’ of political conflicts.

Today, there seems to be neither firm consensus nor much permissiveness: ‘supranational and national
executive elites are confronted with a reluctant public who increasingly shows signs of disaffection if
not utter disapproval of European politics’s’. The ‘permissive consensus’ has given way to a more
‘constraining dissensus’s? marked by growing public Euroscepticism and more virulent contestation of
EU politics®® and an increasing polarisation of attitudes towards the EU. As Pascal Lamy put it succinctly
after the rejection of the Maastricht Treaty in the first Danish referendum, ‘[t]he people weren't ready
to agree to integration, so you had to get on without telling them too much about what was

4 Hutter, S., and Grande, E., ‘Politicizing Europe in the National Electoral Arena: A Comparative Analysis of Five West
European Countries, 1970-2010’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 52, No 5, pp. 1002-1018, 2014.

4 Peters, B. G., ‘Bureaucratic Politics and the Institutions of the European Union’, in A.M. Sbragia (ed.), Euro-Politics. Institutions
and Policy-Making in the ‘New’ European Community. The Brookings Institution, Washington, DC, 1992, pp. 75-122, here p.
77.

4 Weiler, J., 'The Transformation of Europe’, Yale Law Journal Vol. 100, 1991, pp. 2404-2483, here, p. 2476f.

% Genschel, P., and Jachtenfuchs, M., ‘From market integration to core state powers: The Eurozone crisis, the refugee crisis
and integration theory’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 56, No 1, 2018, pp. 178-196.

51 Pollak, J. and Slominski, P., ‘Democratizing the European Union: Representation is nothing, Responsiveness is everything’,
IWE Working Papers, Vol. 27, No 3, 2002, here p. 3.

2. Hooghe, L., and Marks, G., ‘A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From Permissive Consensus to Constraining
Dissensus’, British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No 1, 2009, pp. 1-23.

%3 Serrichio, F., Tsakatika, M. and Quaglia, L., ‘Euroscepticism and the Global Financial Crisis’, Journal of Common Market
Studies, Vol. 51, No 1, 2013, pp. 51-64. Usherwood, S. and Startin, N., ‘Euroscepticism as a Persistent Phenomenon’, Journal
of Common Market Studies, Vol. 51, No 1, 2013, pp. 1-16.
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happening. Now [this] is finished. It can't work when you have to face democratic opinion’. This is
clearly illustrated by the fact that not only numerous EU projects have been rejected by popular vote
(the Maastricht Treaty in Denmark 1992, the Nice Treaty in Ireland 2001, the European Constitutional
Treaty in France and the Netherlands 2005 and the Lisbon Treaty in Ireland 2008), but also EU
membership as such in the 2016 referendum in the UK.

As Robert Dahl observed more than two decades ago, the process of European integration presents
the European publics and its political leaders with a fundamental democratic dilemma’s. On the one
hand, inter- or supranational cooperation enhances their capacity to deal with challenges effectively;
on the other hand, citizens’ and their representatives’ ability to influence the government through
direct or indirect participation diminishes. This ‘democratic dilemma’ can be translated into a
legitimacy deficit defined as an imbalance between output and input legitimacy - a distinction
elaborated by Fritz Scharpf. Output legitimacy highlights that ‘political choices are legitimate if and
because they effectively promote the common welfare of the constituency in question’s. Input-
oriented legitimacy, by contrast, emphasises that ‘[plolitical choices are legitimate if and because they
reflect the “will of the people” - that is, if they can be derived from the authentic preferences of the
members of a community’ (ibid.). The ‘permissive consensus’ was to some extent based on the
acceptance of limited input legitimacy because the EU delivered in terms of output legitimacy. Today,
both types of legitimacy have come under stress.

Growing contestation and Euroscepticism are certainly to some extent the result of national political
actors using the EU as a convenient scapegoat for domestic economic or social problems, but they
are also due to a growing sense of political alienation among EU citizens.®® The latter is, at least partly,
based on difficulties in understanding, let alone participating in, remote decision-making at the EU
level, and a feeling of helplessness vis-a-vis far-reaching political decisions that affect their daily lives
but that they have little voice in or vote on. On the one hand, the opacity of policy-making processes
and the lack of accountability within the multi-level system of the EU have long been diagnosed as core
problems of legitimacy within the broader discussion of the EU’s democratic deficit.>> On the other
hand, fundamental differences between national and European governance come into plays: Citizens

¢ Pascal Lamy, cited from Eriksen, E. O. and Fossum, J. E., ‘Preface’, in E.O. Eriksen and J.E. Fossum (eds.), Democracy in the
European Union. Integration through Deliberation?, Routledge, London and New York, 2000, pp. xi-xiii, here p. xii.

> Dahl, R. A., ‘A democratic dilemma: system effectiveness versus citizen participation’, Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 109,
No 1, 1994, pp. 23-34, here p. 23.

%6 Scharpf, F. W., Governing in Europe: Effective and Democratic?, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1999, here p. 6.

7 Heinkelmann-Wild, T., Kriegmair. L. and Rittberger, B., The EU Multi-Level System and the Europeanization of Domestic
Blame Games’, Politics and Governance, Vol. 8, No 1, 2020, pp. 85-94.

8 Schmidt, V. A., ‘Politicization in the EU: Between national politics and EU political dynamics’, Journal of European Public
Policy, Vol. 26, No 7, 2019, pp. 1018-1036.

% Bovens, M., Curtin, D.and 't Hart, P. (eds.), The Real World of EU Accountability. What Deficit?, Oxford University Press, Oxford,
2010; Curtin, D., Mair, P. and Papadopoulos, Y. (eds.), Accountability and European Governance, Routledge, New York, 2010;
Follesdal, A. and Hix, S., ‘Why There is a Democratic Deficit in the EU: A Response to Majone and Moravcsik’, Journal of
Common Market Studies, Vol. 44, No 3, pp. 533-562, 2006; Gustavsson, S., Karlsson, C. and Persson, T. (eds.), The lllusion of
Accountability in the European Union, Routledge, London, 2009; Harlow, C., Accountability in the European Union, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 2002; Héritier, A., ‘Composite democracy in Europe: the role of transparency and access to
information’, Journal of European Public Policy Vol. 10, No 5, 2003, pp. 814-834; Mair, P., ‘Popular Democracy and the
European Union Polity’, European Governance Papers C-05-03, 2005; Puntscher Riekmann, S., In Search of Lost Norms: Is
Accountability the solution to the legitimacy problems of the European Union?’, Comparative European Politics, Vol. 5, No
1,2007, pp. 121-137.

€ Schmidt, V. A., ‘Politicization in the EU: Between national politics and EU political dynamics’, Journal of European Public
Policy, Vol. 26, No 7, 2019, pp. 1018-1036.
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are (more or less) familiar with political parties, political competition and government formation at the
domestic level(s). Yet policy in an increasing range of areas is made at the European level, where
decision-making processes are highly complex and difficult to understand, European political parties
and groups in Parliament are mostly unknown, elections do not have a recognisable effect on
government formation and familiar left-right politics appear displaced by technocratic decision-
making. In other words, the EU lacks the familiar structures and institutions that provide input
legitimacy. The result is a growing ‘democratic disconnect’ - the ‘crucial disconnect ... between
[citizens'] perception of European governance as bureaucratic and distant, on the one hand, and
attachments to national institutions as the true loci of democratic and constitutional legitimacy, on the
other’e.

While public contestation of EU politics has been on a steady rise since the 1990s (albeit to a varying
degree and with different meanings in different member statess?), the EU’s consecutive crises (including
the eurozone crisis, the refugee and migration crisis or Brexit) — also termed the EU’s ‘polycrisis’ by then
European Commission President Jean Claude Junckers — have accelerated this development.s
Especially in the context of the eurozone crisis, the impact of EU decision-making became increasingly
(and often painfully) evident for citizens in the EU.¢* Both the eurozone crisis and the refugee crisis also
appeared to demonstrate a fundamental lack of effectiveness of EU governance, challenging the
output legitimacy of the EU.

It will remain to be seen to what extent the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 will contribute to this
development. As the meta analyses of national polls published by the European Parliament’s Public
Opinion Monitoring Unit® demonstrate, the pandemic mainly led to a surge of support for national
governments and leaders in most EU member states.”’” By contrast, a survey conducted by Eurofund in
early April 2020¢ found that trust in the EU was on average lower than trust in national governments,
with respondents from Finland, Ireland and Denmark trusting the EU the most and those from France,
Czechia and Greece the least. It is indeed ‘unusual that a survey measures trust in the EU lower than

¢ Lindseth, P., Power and Legitimacy: Reconciling Europe and the Nation State, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2010, here p.
10.

¢z de Vries, C., Euroscepticism and the Future of European Integration, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2018.

% Juncker, J. C,, Speech at the annual general meeting of the Hellenic federation of enterprises, Athens, 21 June 2016, available
at: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-16-2293_en.htm.

% Borzel, T. and Risse, T., ‘From the euro to the Schengen crises: European integration theories, politicization, and identity
politics’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 25, No 1, 2018, pp. 83-108; Zeitlin, J., Nicoli, F., and Laffan, B., ‘Introduction:
The European Union beyond the polycrisis? Integration and politicization in an age of shifting cleavages’, Journal of
European Public Policy, Vol. 26, No 7, 2019, pp. 963-979.

¢ Hurrelmann, A., ‘Democracy beyond the State: Some Insights from the European Union’, Political Science Quarterly, Vol.
129, No 1, 2014, pp. 87-106.

66 European Parliament, ‘Public Opinion in the time of Covid-19’, Newsletter published by the Public Opinion Monitoring
Unit of the European Parliament’s DG communication, 2020, available at:
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/en/be-heard/eurobarometer/public-opinion-in-the-time-of-covid-19.

67 See also the overview of various national polls in Euronews, available at:
https://www.euronews.com/2020/05/21/coronavirus-why-did-european-leaders-approval-ratings-rise-during-
lockdown.

% Eurofund, Living, working and COVID-19, First findings — April 2020, Publications Office of the European Union, Brussels,
2020, available at:
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef publication/field ef document/ef20058en.pdf.
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average trust in the government’®, yet a strong increase in support for the government in a crisis, the
so-called ‘rally around the flag effect’”, is by no means uncommon.

‘There seem to be certain “truths” in politics, including one long-established one: at times of crisis,
people turn to their governments. And with [the] coronavirus pandemic, it seems no different. Many
of our politicians have never been so popular. [...] at times of crisis, when people are frightened and
face an uncertain future, they hold on to what they know. And they know their leaders. Most believe
those same leaders are trying to do the best they can.””’

Indeed, a survey conducted by Kantar at the request of Parliament in 21 EU member states’” suggests
that only a minority of European citizens knows how the EU is involved in managing the Covid-19 crisis.
Close to three quarters (74 per cent) stated to have heard of, seen or read about measures or actions
initiated by the EU to respond to the pandemic - yet only 33 per cent also claimed to know what they
are”. Importantly, a little less than 70 per cent of respondents across the EU declared that they did not
really know what the EU was doing to combat the pandemic and its consequences.

Still, more than two thirds of the respondents agreed that the EU should have more competencies to
deal with such crises (69 per cent). The level of agreement varied across member states, yet there were
only two member states in which respondents in favour of greater EU competencies were not in the
majority, Sweden (48 per cent) and the Czech Republic (43 per cent). The most often named
competencies the EU ought to have in the eyes of respondents were ensuring the provision of medical
supplies for all member states (55 per cent), the allocation of research funds for the development of a
vaccine (38 per cent) and the provision of direct financial support to the EU member states (33 per
cent).

This support for more engagement by the EU was also mirrored in the respondents’ level of satisfaction
with the solidarity between EU member states in fighting the virus. While satisfaction is, unsurprisingly,
lowest in countries hit hardest by the virus, such as Italy (16 per cent) or Spain (21 per cent) the share
of respondents satisfied with member state solidarity only reached an absolute majority in Ireland (59
per cent). When it comes to the satisfaction with the EU measures taken so far”, the pattern of
responses was is similar to the levels of satisfaction with the solidarity between EU member states.
Despite great variation between the responses across member states, and despite the general lack of
knowledge regarding the EU’s activities regarding the pandemic, the overall impression from the
survey is that EU citizens on the whole expected more from both the EU and the member states.

% Eurofund, Living, working and COVID-19, First findings — April 2020, Publications Office of the European Union, Brussels,
2020, available at:
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef publication/field ef document/ef20058en.pdf , here p. 3. See
also European Commission, Eurobarometer 92, Autumn 2019, First Results, European Union, Brussels, 2019, here p. 5.

70 On the original development of the ‘rally around the flag effect’ see Mueller, J. E., ‘Presidential Popularity from Truman to
Johnson’, American Political Science Review, Vol. 64, No 1, 1970, pp. 18-34.

71 McCaffey, D., ‘Analysis: Why are our politicians so popular during COVID-19 crisis?’, Euronews, 22.04.2020, available at:
https://www.euronews.com/2020/04/16/analysis-why-are-our-politicians-so-popular-during-covid-19-crisis.

2 European Parliament, Public Opinion in the EU in Time of Coronavirus Crisis, survey conducted by Kantar, 2020, available
at: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/resources/library/media/20200527RES79925/20200527RES79925.pdf.

73 There is no data on any follow-up questions, so it remains unclear, whether and to what extent this self-assessment is true
and which EU measures these 33 per cent actually know.

74 It is, unfortunately, unclear from the data provided by Kantar whether the question was posed to all respondents who
were at least aware of EU measures or only those who also claimed to know what the measures were. The press release by
the EP words this as ‘those who know about EU action in this crisis’, see https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-
room/202005251PR79717/eu-citizens-want-more-competences-for-the-eu-to-deal-with-crises-like-covid-19.
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24.2. Europeanisation and Politicisation

The developments sketched above are often subsumed under the term politicisation of the EU.

‘The last decades have transformed the EU from an international organisation into a full political
system interwoven in a multilevel logic with the domestic systems of the member states. The
growing EU politicisation over the past decades has further resulted in a transformation of the EU
issue from being sui generis and unrelated to basic political competition to being one issue among
(many) others that is contested by parties, but also well-structured and important for electoral
decisions at the voter level.””s

Yet while there is a broad consensus that the Europeanisation of national policies has led to an
increasing politicisation of the EU’, definitions of the term and, especially, the assessment of its
implications for EU politics at both the domestic and the EU level differ.””

For some scholars, politicisation can be defined as the process through which European integration or
the EU as such have become the subject of public contestation. As such, politicisation has an inherently
negative connotation. Indeed, for some authors, politicisation means that the EU has failed to
successfully depoliticise certain issues, i.e. to isolate them from public debate and contestation in order
to achieve better policy outcomes.”® Both Giandomenico Majone” and Andrew Moravcsik®, for
example, emphasised the apolitical character of the EU which focused neither on distributive nor on
salient issues, and allowed the EU to manage, silently and efficiently, the coordination of regulatory
policies to achieve Pareto-efficient outcomes (where some benefit and no one is made worse off). From
this perspective, the increasing politicisation of European integration over the last two decades mainly
prevents or at least constrains national leaders from agreeing on the compromises needed to solve
urgent policy problems?! for fear of domestic backlash. In addition, the politicisation of EU issues is seen
as creating the space for the mobilisation of national publics against EU institutions and actors, for
example by Eurosceptic challenger parties.® Increasing successes of Eurosceptic parties, in turn, could
lead to growing Euroscepticism within the EU institutions, either through Eurosceptic parties in

> Goldberg, A.C., van Elsas, E. J. and de Vreese, C. H., ‘Mismatch? Comparing elite and citizen polarisation on EU issues across
four countries’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 27, No 2, 2020, pp. 310-328, here p. 312.

76 De Wilde, P., and Zlrn, M., ‘Can the Politicization of European Integration Be Reversed?’, Journal of Common Market Studies,
Vol.50,No S1,2012, pp. 137-153; Hutter, S., Grande, E. and Kriesi, H., Politicising Europe: Integration and Mass Politics, Oxford
University Press, Oxford, 2016; Zirn, M., ‘Politicization compared: at national, European, and global levels’, Journal of
European Public Policy, Vol. 26, No 7, 2019, pp. 977-995.

77 Schmidt, V. A., ‘Politicization in the EU: Between national politics and EU political dynamics’, Journal of European Public
Policy, Vol. 26, No 7, 2019, pp. 1018-1036.

8 Majone, G., Rethinking the Union of Europe Post-Crisis: Has Integration Gone Too Far?, Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2014; Moravcsik, A., ‘Preferences, power and institutions in 21st century Europe’, Journal of Common Market
Studies, Vol. 56, No 7, 2018, pp. 1648-74.

’ Majone, G., ‘Europe’s “Democratic Deficit”: The Question of Standards’, European Law Journal, Vol. 4, No 1, 1998, pp. 5-28.

8  Moravcsik, A., ‘Is there a “democratic deficit” in world politics? A framework for Analysis’, Government and Opposition, Vol.
39, No 2, 2004, pp. 336-363; Moravcsik, A., ‘What Can We Learn from the Collapse of the European Constitutional Project?’,
Politische Vierteljahresschrift, Vol. 4, No 2, 2006, pp. 219-241.

8 Laffan, B., ‘Europe’s union in the 21st century: from decision trap to politics trap’, unpublished paper, Florence: Robert
Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, 2019.

8  Hooghe, L.and Marks, G., ‘A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From Permissive Consensus to Constraining
Dissensus’, British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No 1, 2009, pp. 1-23; Bakker, R., Jolly, S. and Polk, J., ‘Multidimensional
incongruence, political disaffection, and support for anti-establishment parties’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 27,
No 2, 2020, pp. 292-309.
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Parliament or through governments represented in the Council, hampering the EU decision-making
process or, in the worst case, even threatening the EU itself.

‘In the specific rule set and consensus-based political system of the EU, [politicisation] may become
a source of deadlock, since a blocking minority or a veto by a single member state may be sufficient
to hamper common progress on a salient contested issue, even in the midst of a crisis, especially
where questions of Union competence are at stake. Such a deadlock, in turn, may quickly develop
into instability, since the lack of policy action in the face of a crisis may undercut the Union’s output-
based legitimacy.’s

In other words, the politicisation of the EU is mainly seen as constraining the EU institutions in their
capacity to deliver effective solutions to urgent problems - and thus as undermining the output
legitimacy of the EU - possibly even resulting in a vicious cycle of declining effectiveness and support.s

According to a widely used definition®, by contrast, politicisation is a process through which issues
become more salient, public opinion becomes more polarised, and actors and audiences engaged in
monitoring EU governance expand. Salience refers to the importance attributed to the EU and
European integration, for example in the national media, by parliaments and political parties, but also
by the citizens. Second, although often driven by growing contestation, the focus here is on increasing
polarisation within public and elite opinion, which emphasises the emergence of more explicitly held
and voiced different positions and opinions regarding the EU.2 This opens up an association of
politicisation not just with Euroscepticism, but also with Europhilia.#” Finally, it highlights a growing
number of actors engaged with issues of European governance via direct participation, public debate
or protest. Among citizens, this also includes a growing audience for such debates, for example an
increasing number of citizens regularly following EU events and news. As a result, European integration
and governance is seen as becoming the subject of (more or less informed) fundamental controversies
among EU citizens, within the media and in party competition.® Importantly, these controversies touch
on both constitutional issues, such as EU membership or the powers of the EU institutions, and EU
policy issues.

8 Zeitlin, J., Nicoli, F., and Laffan, B., ‘Introduction: The European Union beyond the polycrisis? Integration and politicization
in an age of shifting cleavages’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 26, No 7, 2019, pp. 963-979, here p. 966.

8 Hooghe, L. and Marks, G., ‘A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From Permissive Consensus to Constraining
Dissensus’, British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 39, No 1, 2009, pp. 1-23.

8 De Wilde, P., Leupold A., and Schmidtke H., Introduction: the differentiated politicisation of European governance’, West
European Politics, Vol. 39, No 1, 2016, pp. 3-22, here pp. 4f.; see also De Wilde, P., ‘No Polity for Old Politics? A Framework
for Analyzing the Politicization of European Integration’, Journal of European Integration, 2011, 33:5, 559-575; De Wilde,
P., and Ziirn, M., ‘Can the Politicization of European Integration Be Reversed?’, Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol. 50,
No 1, 2012, pp. 137-153; Green-Pedersen, C., ‘A Giant Fast Asleep? Party Incentives and Politicisation of European
Integration’, Political Studies, vol. 60, No 1, 2012, pp. 115-130; Hutter, S., and Grande, E., ‘Politicizing Europe in the National
Electoral Arena: A Comparative Analysis of Five West European Countries, 1970-2010’, Journal of Common Market Studies,
Vol. 52, No 5, 2014, pp. 1002-1018; Statham, P., and Trenz, H.-J,, The Politicization of Europe: Contesting the Constitution in
the Mass Media, Routledge, Abingdon, 2013.

8 Goldberg, A.C,, van Elsas, E. J. and de Vreese, C. H., ‘Mismatch? Comparing elite and citizen polarisation on EU issues across
four countries’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 27, No 2, 2020, pp. 310-328.

8 Turnbull-Dugarte, S. J., ‘The impact of EU intervention on political parties’ politicisation of Europe following the financial
crisis’, West European Politics, Vol. 43, No 4, 2019, pp. 894-981.
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European Politics, Vol. 39, No 1, 2016, pp. 3-22, here p. 3; Risse, T., (ed.), European Public Spheres: Politics is Back, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2015.
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In this view, the politicisation of the EU is seen as not just an inevitable®, but often as a welcome
development:

‘Finally some politics in the EU! For years, or even decades, European leaders have found it
convenient to pretend that there is no politics in Brussels. Either they did not want to reveal that they
were sometimes on the losing side of political debates, or they feared that any political arguments
would (further) undermine support for the EU. After the failure of the Constitutional Treaty, however,
the “gloves are off”.°

‘At long last, the European integration process has attracted considerable media coverage,
polarized public opinion, and even provoked open protest at several stages. EU politics thus now
involves political passions. That is good. In effect, this politicization puts an end to the “permissive
consensus” that had formed the social basis for elitist and largely non-transparent decision-
making.”’

Whether seen as a positive and legitimising or as a constraining, potentially destructive development,
most commentators agree that politicisation within EU is a reality, albeit not a homogenous process,
but one with significant fluctuations over time and variation across member states®. In addition,
politicisation varies substantially between different types of political arenas, namely institutional
arenas, such as the European Parliament or national parliaments, intermediary arenas including
political parties, interest groups or the media, and various arenas of citizen engagement in politics
including elections, but also discussions with friends and family. %

While much of the existing research has focused on institutional®* and intermediary arenas, we know
much less about whether and to what extent a politicisation of European integration and politics can
also be observed among citizens. Here, especially qualitative studies cast some doubt on the
politicisation thesis. They have found, rather consistently, a fairly low degree of interest in and
information on EU affairs resulting largely in the absence of EU-related issues in political debates

8 De Wilde, P. and Ziirn, M., ‘Can the Politicization of European Integration be Reversed? Journal of Common Market Studies,
Vol. 50, No S1, 2012, pp. 137-153.
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EU?’, The Globalist, 24 July, 2013, available at: https://www.theglobalist.com/the-eus-politicization-at-long-last/.

92 Hutter, S., and Grande, G., ‘Politicizing Europe in the National Electoral Arena: A Comparative Analysis of Five West
European Countries, 1970-2010', Journal of Common Market Studies, Vol, 52, No 5, 2014, pp. 1002-1018; Hutter, S., Grande,
E. and Kriesi, H., Politicising Europe. Integration and Mass Politics, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2016. See also
the contributions in De Wilde, P., Leupold, A. and Schmidtke, H. (eds.), The differentiated politicisation of European
governance, Special Issue of West European Politics, Vol. 39, No 1, 2016.

% Baglioni, S. and Hurrelmann, A., ‘The Eurozone Crisis and Citizen Engagement in EU Affairs’, West European Politics, Vol. 39,
No 1, 2016, pp. 104-124, here p. 106.

% For the EP: Hix, S., Noury, A. and Roland, G., Democratic Politics in the European Parliament, Cambridge University Press,
2007; Otjes, S.and Van der Veer, H., 'The Eurozone crisis and the European Parliament’s changing lines of conflict’, European
Union Politics, Vol. 17, 2016, pp. 242-37; for the Commission: Hartlapp M., ‘Politicization of the European Commission:
When, How, and with What Impact?, in M. W. Bauer and J, Trondal (eds), The Palgrave Handbook of the European
Administrative System. European Administrative Governance, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2015, pp. 145-160; Rauh, C., ‘EU
politicization and policy initiatives of the European Commission: the case of consumer policy’, Journal of European Public
Policy, Vol. 26, No 3, 2019, pp. 344-365, but see on the weak politicisation of the European Commission bureaucracy Bauer,
M. and Ege, J,, ‘Politicization within the European Commission’s bureaucracy’, International Review of Administrative
Sciences, Vol. 78, No 3, 2012, pp. 403-424.
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among citizens.”> While the recent crises see to have led to a greater polarisation among citizens
regarding specific EU policies, such as EU asylum policy or the EU budget,*® the dominant patterns
found through in interviews and focus groups were ‘euro-indifference’ as well as insecurity based on
feelings of ambivalence, distance and alienation, and fatalism?”. Similarly, Hurrelmann et al. found that
‘European integration can no longer be described as non-politicized in the European citizenry but
that this politicisation is limited to a small number of fundamental questions such as EU membership,
possible further enlargement, as well as the democratic legitimacy of the EU. In turn, they found no
significant politicisation of issues related to the routine functioning of the EU’s political system, and EU-
level policy making in particular. Overall, the authors highlight a ‘distinct pattern of uninformed
politicization": the salience of EU issues has grown, but citizens’ knowledge about the EU remains
limited, resulting in ‘a more diffuse yet also more fundamental feeling of disenfranchisement’.
Importantly, this pattern of uninformed politicisation seems to have remained largely unaffected by
the eurozone crisis. 1 Citizens are indeed aware of the EU, but still feel neither knowledgeable about
its day-to-day activities nor comfortable discussing EU institutions or policies. Importantly, they view
their ability to participate effectively in its democratic procedures rather pessimistically.

‘This implies that unless it is possible to increase Europeans’ interest in the day-to-day operations of
the EU, to make the effects of EU policies more palpable to the citizens, and to bolster their sense of
political efficacy at the EU level, the politicisation of European integration - when and where it occurs
—is more likely to lead to a renationalisation than to a supranationalisation of European politics. Such
a renationalisation is not necessarily bad for democracy, but it requires different democratisation
strategies than ones that emphasise supranational citizenship."!

% Duchesne, S., Frazer, E., Haegel, F. and Van Ingelgom, V., Citizens’ Reactions to European Integration Compared. Overlooking
Europe, Macmillan Publishers Limited, Basingstoke, 2013; Favell, A., Eurostars and Eurocities. Free Movement and Mobility in
an Integrating Europe, Oxford, Blackwell, 2008; Gaxie, D., Hube, N. and Rowell, J., Perceptions of Europe. A Comparative
Sociology of European Attitudes, ECPR Press, Colchester, 2011; White, J., Political Allegiance After European Integration,
Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2011.

% Goldberg, A.C.,, van Elsas, E. J., and de Vreese, C. H., ‘Mismatch? Comparing elite and citizen polarisation on EU issues across
four countries’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 27, No 2, 2020, pp. 310-328, here p. 312.

¥ Van Ingelgom, V., Integrating Indifference: A Comparative, Qualitative and Quantitative Approach to the Legitimacy of
European Integration, ECPR Press, Colchester, 2014.

% Hurrelmann, A., Gora, A. and Wagner, A., ‘The Politicization of European Integration: More than an Elite Affair?’, Political
Studies, Vol. 63, No 1, 2015, pp. 43-59, here p. 56.

% Hurrelmann, A, Gora, A. and Wagner, A., ‘The Politicization of European Integration: More than an Elite Affair?’, Political
Studies, Vol. 63, No 1, 2015, pp. 43-59, here pp. 56-57, emphasis in original.

10 Baglioni, S. and Hurrelmann, A., ‘The Eurozone Crisis and Citizen Engagement in EU Affairs’, West European Politics, Vol. 39,
No 1, 2016, pp. 104-124.

19" Baglioni, S. and Hurrelmann, A., ‘The Eurozone Crisis and Citizen Engagement in EU Affairs’, West European Politics, Vol. 39,
No 1,2016, pp. 104-124, here p. 121.
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3. THE (EUROPEAN) PUBLIC SPHERE

As the very short overview over the debate on EU politicisation processes illustrates, ‘the idea of “the
politicisation of European governance” in the singular is untenable to maintain. Rather, we face
differentiated forms, degrees and manifestations of politicisation depending on the time, setting and
location in which it unfolds'12 Importantly, it directs attention to the public sphere as the infrastructure
for politicisation. Politicisation, in general terms, ‘means the demand for, or the act of, transporting an
issue or an institution into the field or sphere of politics’, and thus into the ‘realm of public choice'% or,
in other words, into the public sphere. Politicisation therefore not simply implies ‘de-legitimation, per
se. On the contrary, a political public sphere promoting discursive processes of opinion formation is
classically seen as a legitimising force for a political system’.

3.1. Whatls the Public Sphere?

A ‘public sphere is most commonly referred to as a space or arena for (broad, public) deliberation,
discussion, and engagement in societal issues'i, Definitions are often based on Habermas’ original
notion of the public sphere, which conceives it as an arena for ‘the perception, identification, and
treatment of problems affecting the whole society%¢, where ‘new problem situations can be perceived
[...], discourses aimed at achieving self-understanding can be conducted [...], and collective identities
and need interpretations can be circulated?’. While Habermas’ work originally did not focus on the EU
or any form of transnational or international cooperation but on nation states, his later work
unequivocally links the emergence of a European public sphere to the EU’s democratic legitimacy:

‘There will be no remedy for the legitimation deficit, however, without a European-wide public
sphere—a network that gives citizens of all member states an equal opportunity to take part in an
encompassing process of focused political communication. "0

Habermas’ work inspired a broad literature on the European public sphere from the 1990s onwards,
mainly motivated by the growing salience of the debate over the democratic legitimacy of the EU. Yet
as with other concepts, such as Europeanisation (see above) or politicisation, scholars draw on various

12 De Wilde, P., Leupold, A., and Schmidtke H., (2016), ‘Introduction: the differentiated politicisation of European governance’,
West European Politics, Vol. 39, No 1, 2016, pp. 3-22, here p. 15, emphasis added.

1% Zirn, M., ‘Politicization compared: at national, European and global levels’, Journal of European Public Policy, Vol. 26, No
7,2019, pp. 977-995; see also Hay, C., Why We Hate Politics, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2007, here p. 7.

1% Barisione, M. and Michailidou, A., ‘Do We Need to Rethink EU Politics in the Social Media Era? An Introduction to the
Volume’, in M. Barisione and A. Michailidou (eds.), Social Media and European Politics. Rethinking Power and Legitimacy in
the Digital Era, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2017, pp. 1-23, here p. 3.

1% De Vreese, C. H., (2012), ‘The EU as a public sphere’ Living Reviews in European Governance Vol. 2, No 3 (updated version),
here p. 5.

1% Habermas, J., Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, MIT Press,
Cambridge, MA, 1996 [1962], here p.: 301.

97 Habermas, J., Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory of Law and Democracy, MIT Press,
Cambridge, MA, 1996 [1962], here p. 308.

1% Habermas, J., ‘Why Europe Needs a Constitution’, New Left Review 11, 2001, pp. 5- 26, here p. 17.
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different definitions'®. The public sphere has been defined as ‘open forums of communication’?, as a
‘space for communication between political actors and citizen for discussions of matters of common
interest'1}; as ‘the place where civil society is linked to the power structure of the state’; as ‘a system
of communication where issues and opinions are being gathered (input), processed (throughput) and
passed on (output)''s3; as ‘the informally mobilized body of nongovernmental discursive opinion that
can serve as a counterweight to the state’4; as the ‘space of visible communication between collective
decision-making actors and their publics''®s, as ‘arenas in which (political) issues and positions are
discussed’’ts or — seemingly simply — as ‘an arena which enables citizens to interact and talk about
political issues'??,

3.2. Who Ought to Participate in the Public Sphere?

Which communicators ought to be included in political communication and to what degree, however,
also depends on the underlying normative democratic assumptions. Within the debate on the
European public sphere, scholars draw, more or less explicitly, on three broad approaches to
democratic theory, namely theories of liberal representative, participatory and deliberative
democracy:s. While overlaps are frequent and a precise delineation of these approaches is difficult, the
following presents a very abridged and rough outline of some of the main fundamental differences.

3.2.1. Liberal Representative Democracy

The term liberal democratic theory encompasses a range of, both more elitist and more participatory,
approaches that consider the expression of citizens’ interests and preferences through political
participation as essential, but usually limit such participation to indirect and representative means. The
most important of these means is the regular election of political representatives, and the main
instrument of democratic control by the citizens therefore their ability ‘to throw the rascals out’. While

1% De Vreese, C. H., The EU as a public sphere’, Living Reviews in European Governance Vol, 2, No 3, 2012 (updated version),
herep.7.

"0 Risse, T., Introduction: European public spheres’, in T. Risse (ed.), European public spheres: Politics is back, Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, New York, 2015, pp. 10-26, here p. 6.

""" Brantner, C,, Dietrich, A. and Saurwein, F., 2005, ‘Europeanization of national public spheres: empirical evidence from Austria’,
conference paper, online at
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/228423357 Europeanisation _of National Public Spheres Empirical Eviden
ce from_ Austria.

"2 Eriksen, E. O., ‘An Emerging European Public Sphere’, European Journal of Social Theory, 8 , No 3, 2005, pp. 341-363, here p.
342.

13 Neidhardt, F., ‘Offentlichkeit, 6ffentliche Meinung, soziale Bewegungen’, in F. Neidhardt (ed.) Offentlichkeit, 6ffentliche
Meinung, soziale Bewegung. Westdeutscher Verlag, Opladen, 1994, pp. 7-41, here p. 8, translation from German.

"4 Fraser, N., Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing Democracy’, in Craig Calhoun
(ed.) Habermas and the Public Sphere. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 1992, pp. 109-42, here p. 134.

"5 Trenz, H.-J, ‘Media Coverage on European Governance: Exploring the European Public Sphere in National Quality
Newspapers’, European Journal of Communication Vol. 19, No 3, 2004, pp. 291-319, here p. 293.

"¢ Adam, S., ‘The European Public Sphere’, in G. Mazzoleni (ed.), The International Encyclopedia of Political Communication,
John Wiley & Sons, New York, 2015.

17 De Vreese, C., Boomgaarden, H., Banducci S. and Semetko H., ‘Light at the End of the Tunnel: Towards a European Public
Sphere?, in Thomassen, J., The Legitimacy of the EU after Enlargement, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, pp. 44-64,
here p. 46.

"8 For good overviews, Ferree, M. M., Gamson, W. A,, Gerhards, J. and Rucht, D., ‘Four Models of the Public Sphere in Modern
Democracies’, Theory and Society. Vol. 31, 2002, pp. 289-324; Walter, S., ‘Three Models of the European Public Sphere’,
Journalism Studies, Vol. 18, No 6, 2017, pp. 749-770.
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more elitist approaches limit citizen participation to the electoral process!®, more participatory liberal
approaches accord other representatives an important role in articulating and representing citizens’
interests as well. Here, citizens' political participation includes representation and/or membership in
civil society organisations, interest groups and, above all, political parties®.

As a result, liberal approaches also limit citizen participation in the public sphere to a more passive and
indirect role:

‘From this perspective, an important criterion of good public discourse is its transparency. It should
reveal what citizens need to know about the workings of their government, the parties that
aggregate and represent their interests, and the office-holders they have elected to make policy on
their behalf. Inclusion is important, not in the sense of giving ordinary citizens a chance to be heard,
but in the sense that their representatives should have the time and space to present their
contrasting positions fully and accurately."?!

From a liberal perspective, the public sphere is thus mainly constituted through political
communication of and between political representatives, and less by citizens themselves, with a focus
on transparency, public accountability and justification. This view goes back to the writings of Mill who
argued that one important aspect of democratic representation was to ensure that those whose
‘opinions are over-ruled feel satisfied that their opinion has been heard and set aside [...] for what are
thought to be better reasons'12,

This perspective is dominant among scholars proposing changes at the EU level aimed at ‘allowing the
majority in the European Parliament to set the internal agenda of the Parliament, [...] opening up the
legislative process inside the Council, and [...] having a more open contest for the Commission
President’?23, Here, the focus is on the lack of a connection between politics within Parliament and the
Council, on the one hand, and the views of EU citizens, on the other: ‘The parties in the European
Parliament and the governments in the Council may well reflect the various positions of the voters they
represent on the issues at stake. However, without an electoral contest connected to political
behaviour in these EU institutions it is impossible for voters to punish MEPs or governments for voting
the “wrong way”. Government responsiveness suffers’24,

"2 Most famously: Schumpeter, J. A, ‘Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy’, Harper and Row, New York, 1942; Downs, A., An
Economic Theory of Democracy, Harper and Row, New York, 1957.

120 Walter, S., ‘Three Models of the European Public Sphere’, Journalism Studies, Vol. 18, No 6, 2017, pp. 749-770, here pp. 751f,;
See also Beetham, D., ‘Liberal Democracy and the Limits of Democratization’, Political Studies Vol. 40, No 1, 1992, 40-53,
here p. 47.

21 Ferree, M. M., Gamson, W. A, Gerhards, J. and Rucht, D., ‘Four Models of the Public Sphere in Modern Democracies’, Theory
and Society, Vol. 31,2002, pp. 289-324, here p. 291.

122 Mill, J. St., Considerations on Representative Government, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1998 [1861], here p. 282.

2 Hix, S., ‘Why the EU needs (left-right) politics? Policy reform and accountability are impossible without it’, Notre Europe,
Policy Paper 19, 2006, here p. 2, see also Hix, S., What’s Wrong with the European Union and How to Fix It, Polity, Cambridge,
2008; Follesdal, A., and Hix S., "Why There is a Democratic Deficit in the EU: A Response to Majone and Moravcsik’, Journal
of Common Market Studies, Vol. 44, No 3, 2006, pp. 533-562; Mair, P., ‘Political opposition and the European Union’,
Government and Opposition Vol. 42, No 1, 2007, pp. 1-17; Statham, P., and Trenz, H.-J., ‘Understanding the Mechanisms of
EU Politicization: Lessons from the Eurozone Crisis’, Comparative European Politics, Vol. 13, No 3, 2015, pp. 287-306.

124 Fgllesdal, A., and Hix S., ‘Why There is a Democratic Deficit in the EU: A Response to Majone and Moravcsik’, Journal of
Common Market Studies, Vol. 44, No 3, 2006, pp. 533-562, here p. 553.
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A similar perspective is also emphasised, for example, by scholars focussing on the role of national
parliaments in EU politics?, and the parliamentary communication function, in particular?, According
to Rauh, the ‘communicative performance of national parliaments in EU affairs is directly related to the
often discussed democratic deficits of supranational governance: if MPs raise European issues, they
offer a remedy to the otherwise opaque procedures, the overwhelming complexity, and the difficult
attribution of political responsibility in decision-making beyond the nation state’?.

Both approaches thus highlight the importance of the public sphere as a medium for (party) political
competition, the mobilisation of political support as well as for political justification and accountability,
a view also evident in the ruling of the German Federal Constitutional Court on the Lisbon Treaty on 30
June 2009.

‘Democracy first and foremost lives on, and in, a viable public opinion that concentrates on central
acts of determination of political direction and the periodic allocation of highest-ranking political
offices in the competition of government and opposition. Only this public opinion makes visible the
alternatives for elections and other votes and continually calls them to mind also as regards decisions
relating to individual issues so that they may remain continuously present and effective in the political
opinion-formation of the people via the parties, which are open to participation for all citizens, and
in the public space of information"'?%.

3.2.2. Participatory Democracy

Participatory democracy approaches, in turn, criticise the limited forms of citizen participation
advocated by liberal approaches and promote both more direct channels of participation for citizens
and the regular inclusion of indirect channels via civil society organisations, interest groups or social
movements. Participatory approaches thus neither deny the importance of representation for
democracy®®, nor demand that citizens participate in all political decisions at all times. Rather,
highlighting the importance of active citizen engagement in politics both for the citizen as an
individual and for the system as a whole, participatory democracy, also referred to as ‘associative
democracys®® focuses on the availability of institutional opportunities to ensure that citizen
participation can take place continuously and as far as possible:

25 For overviews, see Auel, K., ‘National Parliaments and the European Union’, in Oxford Research Encyclopaedia of Politics,