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Preface 
The EU has expanded in depth and breadth across a range of member 
states with greatly different makeups, making the European integration 
process more differentiated. EU Differentiation, Dominance and Democracy 
(EU3D) is a research project that specifies the conditions under which 
differentiation is politically acceptable, institutionally sustainable, and 
democratically legitimate; and singles out those forms of differentiation 
that engender dominance.  
 
EU3D brings together around 50 researchers in 10 European countries and 
is coordinated by ARENA Centre for European Studies at the University 
of Oslo. The project is funded by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
research and innovation programme, Societal Challenges 6: Europe in a 
changing world – Inclusive, innovative and reflective societies (2019-2023). 
 
The present report is part of the project’s work on Future of Europe 
reforms (work package 5), where researchers analyse proposals for the 
future of Europe. The authors of the chapters in this report address 
discursive trends, constructed meanings and policy analyses in relation to 
prevailing constitutional trajectories in the debate on the future of Europe.  
The contributions provide valuable insights into the proposals for reform 
and the debate on the future of Europe. 
 
John Erik Fossum  
EU3D Scientific Coordinator 
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Chapter 1 

Imagining the Future of Europe. Social and 
Political Actors’ Proposals on European 
Integration. An Introduction 

Karolina Czerska-Shaw 
Institute of European Studies, Jagiellonian University in Kraków 
John Erik Fossum 
ARENA, Centre for European Studies, University of Oslo 
Magdalena Góra 
Institute of European Studies, Jagiellonian University in Kraków 
Przemysław Tacik 
Institute of European Studies, Jagiellonian University in Kraków 
Marta Warat 
Institute of Sociology, Jagiellonian University in Kraków 
 

At the closing ceremony of the Conference on the Future of Europe 
(CoFoE) on 9 May 2022, French President Emmanuel Macron explained 
that this was “an unprecedented democratic exercise, which does not 
consist in presenting our citizens with perhaps overly simple alternatives, 
for and against, but fully involving them in discussions on the future of 
our Europe. What you have done, and what has never been seen before, 
is to be fully involved in the design, at a challenging time in our history, 
and to create through collective deliberation, intelligent debate, exchanges 
of ideas, and solutions, some of which could be applied immediately, 
others which need to be developed, but all working towards building this 
Europe of today and tomorrow” (Macron 2022). The debate on the future 
of Europe was initiated in 2015 by the Five Presidents’ Report (European 
Commission 2015), followed by the European Commission White Paper 
on the Future of Europe (European Commission 2017). The debate 
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culminated in a unique, innovative, multilingual and digital citizens’ 
consultation forum – the CoFoE (Schimmelfennig 2020; Blokker 2021; 
Alemanno and Organ 2021). As Macron claimed, the aim was to allow 
various actors, from EU institutions and national governments to small 
civil society organisations and individual citizens, to debate the future 
trajectories of the European project. Despite the triumphant tone of the 
closing ceremony, it was a difficult task with as yet unclear outcomes and 
important criticisms, some of which we outline below (Maher 2020). 

From 2015 until the CoFoE in 2021, the debate on the future of Europe had 
largely been in the hands of political actors – individual MEPs and 
political groups in the European Parliament, as well as debates on the 
national levels of governance (Auel and Raunio 2014; Hooghe and Marks 
2019). On the European level, following the UK’s decision to withdraw 
from the EU, European Parliament President Antonio Tajani instigated a 
series of debates on the future of Europe, lasting from 2018 until the 
parliamentary elections in May 2019. He invited heads of state or 
government to take the floor during European Parliament sessions: in the 
end 20 of them delivered speeches on their visions and concerns for the 
future directions of the Union. This was an unprecedented exercise which 
yielded some fruitful results – primarily raising awareness of the most 
important issues facing the EU, as well as reflecting on the state of the 
Union (Drachenberg and Kotanidis 2019). In national parliaments, 
opportunities to discuss the present challenges and future directions of 
the Union, while somewhat peripheral, also surfaced during debates of 
European significance, such as the Eurozone crisis and reforms and the 
2015–16 refugee crisis (Góra, Thevenin, and Zielińska 2022).  

What was unprecedented, President Macron claimed, was the concerted 
effort to include diverse social actors in the formulation and make-up of 
the debates that have taken place across the continent. The CoFoE was an 
opportunity to challenge the European Union’s alleged communication 
deficit (Koopmans 2007) and one-way, top-down character. Until the 
CoFoE, EU actors were prominent in public debates, but they neither 
connected with the citizens nor involved them directly in political 
processes. As a result, the EU was seen as a distant, abstract, bureaucratic 
and rather inward-looking bubble detached from everyday reality. The 
CoFoE was presented as a unique initiative to engage citizens and 
organised civil society (such as NGOs) in the policy-making processes, 
empowering them and making their voices heard and recognised. This 
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participatory strategy is reckoned to extend citizens’ knowledge on the EU 
and their capacity to engage in civic processes in Europe, as well as to give 
a new dimension to the understanding of democracy at the EU level. 

To stimulate the engagement of citizens and organised civil society, the 
CoFoE went beyond the already developed instruments and mechanisms 
and provided innovative, citizens-focused methods to discuss the 
priorities for the EU. It included: 

x A Multilingual Digital Platform – the main interactive instrument 
available to citizens to share and discuss their ideas as well as 
contribute to the main areas of the CoFoE. It gathered over 50,000 
active participants, who contributed with 17,000 ideas which were 
further discussed in the European Citizens’ Panels and Conference 
Plenary (Conference…2022: 13). 

x European Citizens’ Panels organised around the main topics of the 
CoFoE with 800 randomly selected citizens in four panels. 

x A wide range of events within the conference organised by the EU 
institutions and bodies, member states, regional and local 
authorities, but also civil society actors, social partners and citizens. 
Over the period of the CoFoE, several thousand such events were 
organised, involving around 650,000 people (Conference…2022: 8). 

The new deliberative mechanisms used in the CoFoE raised several 
interesting observations on opening up the debate. Firstly, the debate was 
not directed solely at those who had already been engaged in 
consultations or policy-making processes at the EU level or who had 
already been convinced about the importance of such forms of 
engagement. Its objective was rather to capture the opinions of those who 
had remained unheard due to their location at the peripheries of the 
system or whose experiences and voices had not fit into the EU agenda. 
Secondly, through deliberative mechanisms, the interest in the opinion of 
social actors, in addition to political actors, was clearly indicated. Their 
position to cooperate with states and supranational institutions as well as 
their functions (such as watchdogs of accountability, legitimacy or 
contestation of policies and political practices) provided a new, civic 
perspective on the future of Europe and policy-making processes 
(Czerska-Shaw et al. 2022). 
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Yet the conference suffered from a “clearly underwhelming and well 
below expectations” reception amongst the broader European public, in 
part due to the lack of media attention and promotion of the event, having 
to compete for popular interest in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and full-scale war on the European continent (Accetti and Reho 2022). 
Secondly, it is still unclear what the end goal was: to serve as a vehicle for 
reform (as supported by the European Parliament in a resolution calling 
on the European Council to agree to start the process to revise the EU 
Treaties), or rather as a forum for reflection on the future of Europe (as 
emphasised by the European Council) (Fabbrini et al. 2021). This 
ambiguity is reflected in an open letter of citizens’ ambassadors to the 
CoFoE, who first praise the Commission for already implementing some 
proposals into their working plan for 2023 as well as introducing citizens’ 
assemblies as a permanent feature of EU-level deliberative democracy. Yet 
the overall tone of the letter is one of deep concern about the follow-up 
process of implementation of proposals, without the assurance that their 
proposals “are not simply cherry-picking and interpreted with the 
conference as a false pretence”, paying lip service to the engagement of 
citizens during the CoFoE without more ambitious reforms on the 
horizon. 

The criticism of self-selection has also taken root in regard to the 
participants of the CoFoE: the citizens on the panels were not selected 
from a range of political positions and thus tended to reflect more pro-
European stances (Accetti and Reho 2022). Self-selection was also present 
on the digital platforms, where the participants were “mainly from well-
organised pressure groups with technical expertise rather than the so-
called unengaged citizenry” (Youngs 2022). More critical voices point to 
conceptual flaws in the CoFoE, such as the depoliticised nature of the 
undertaking and deliberate exclusion of political actors, which only 
deepens the gap between policy debates and politics and risks creating a 
false sense of hope that the level of citizen involvement will have game-
changing significance on its own (Youngs 2022; Accetti and Reho 2022). 
The lack of space for minority rights groups has also been noted, with the 
outcome of pushing aside rights-oriented agenda items (Youngs 2022). 
Finally, an important shortcoming is the insufficient involvement and 
space for civil society actors, who were only allocated eight out of 449 seats 
in the conference plenary, and who set up their own parallel Civil Society 
Convention for the Conference on the Future of Europe in order to actively 
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engage in scrutinising the democratic functioning of the CoFoE (Youngs 
2022). 

This report refers to some of these shortcomings of the CoFoE. In this 
context, its key interest is to see how within and around this debate 
initiated and maintained by the EU institutions, social and political actors 
– particularly those who have been excluded from the CoFoE – have 
located themselves, and what future trajectories for the EU they foresee. 
The report complements the debate started by the conference because it 
goes straight to the actors from within civil society and the political 
sphere, capturing their voices which are often not complimentary or 
reassuring for the European project. Furthermore, we want to establish 
what the prevailing dividing lines are among EU reform proposals and 
between the actors who present these ideas. Since our key theoretical 
underpinning deals with the question of how to assure better democratic 
performance for the EU, its member states and for citizens, we use the 
concept of differentiation – characteristic of all developed political 
systems – to unpack the potential issues in democratic performance 
(Fossum 2021). Therefore, we are interested in how the reform proposals 
expressed during, alongside and on the peripheries of the debate on the 
FoE since 2015 and in the CoFoE seek to deal with the problematic forms 
of differentiation. Put simply, the report aims to map the sore points of 
European integration and its democratic (mal)functioning. Finally, since 
the exercise of the debate and conference are quite innovative, introducing 
the voices of citizens and social actors, we are interested in what 
alternative EU governance models the proposals defend and which actors 
are pushing these forward. 

The authors of the chapters presented in this volume address discursive 
trends, constructed meanings and policy analyses in relation to prevailing 
constitutional trajectories in the debate on the future of Europe. 
Contributions include empirical analyses of policy trends, discourses and 
narratives on the future of the European project from the perspective of a 
wide range of actors (member states, parliaments, think tanks, civil society 
actors, academia, etc.) and across various policy areas and polity-level 
frameworks. Within a collective effort, a broad range of proposals 
referring to the debate on the future of Europe were gathered across the 
continent. The report focuses on the analyses of proposals (normative-
level visions, policy-based recommendations, critical reflections, 
reactionary debates, etc.) on the future of Europe in relation to its 
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democratic functioning from multi-scalar perspectives, including analyses 
on the sub-national, national and European levels. 

Based on these contributions, we aim to reflect on these discourses and 
policy analyses in a comparative framework: how do they cut across 
policy/polity areas? How are sub/national-level discourses reflected on 
the European level, and vice versa? How does the positioning of the 
chosen actors vis-à-vis centres of decision making impact on their visions 
of Europe? Have there been critical junctures/changes in the debates on 
the future of Europe (FoE)? 

Our contribution aims to add to the academic debate on the democratic 
(mal)functioning of the EU: what are the overarching narratives on the 
democratic (mal)functioning of the EU? What forms of dominance and/or 
differentiation are exposed/debated, and what proposals to rectify these 
ills are mentioned (if at all)? Lastly, what future constitutional models are 
proposed, by whom, and how are they envisioned? 

This introduction is structured as follows: firstly, we outline the key 
theoretical frames for the research of the debate on FoE. This is followed 
by a reflection on how social and political actors relate to European 
integration in both theoretical and practical aspects. In the next section we 
present the methodological considerations in terms of how we mapped 
the FoE debate and how selected actors and their proposals were 
analysed. In the second part we present the structure of the volume and 
an overview of the chapters. 

 

Theorising political and social actors’ constitutional 
narratives in the FoE debate 
The debate on FoE initiated in 2015 was yet another attempt to determine 
the end point of European integration. Since at least the 1960s, debates on 
the desirable end state of integration have oscillated between the 
intergovernmental mode and the federal one (Eriksen and Fossum 2012). 
The key concern was how to assure adherence to democratic principles 
within the burgeoning new supranational political system (Hix and 
Høyland 2021). The debate has accelerated since the Treaty of Maastricht 
and focuses on the expanding nature of integration processes to reach the 
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core state powers (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2015). In principle, from the 
intergovernmental perspective democracy should be preserved and 
strengthened at the national level and EU institutions do not require direct 
democratic legitimacy since they are legitimised indirectly by national 
governments (Moravcsik 1998; 2002). This assumption has been contested 
particularly by federalists, who claimed that democratic legitimacy needs 
to be operational at the supranational level, specifically in the European 
Parliament (Fossum 2021). 

The key characteristic of advanced political systems is that they are 
differentiated. According to the frames of the project, differentiation 
allows us to capture the “differentiation-democracy configuration: how 
the principles of democracy and differentiation are entrenched and 
combined in the institutional-structural arrangements that are normally 
embedded in the constitution” (Fossum 2021, 1). In order to paint a 
detailed picture of the proposed reforms improving the democratic 
quality of the EU within the current debate on the future of Europe, four 
key aspects of differentiation were conceptualised (Fossum 2019). 
Lawmaking (horizontal) differentiation refers to the make-up of the 
political system and allows us to grasp how power is functionally 
organised in the EU. It specifically focuses on changing the relations or 
reshuffling of the competences between the legislative, executive and 
court institutions within the EU. Many political actors propose very 
concrete reforms of the EU’s interinstitutional relations as a rectifying 
measure for democratic malfunctioning. 

The second dimension refers to functional (competence-based) 
differentiation of the EU political system’s scope of competence and the 
degree of functional specialisation. It captures the EU’s capacity to act, to 
create new policies or policy instruments. It refers to which issues should 
be covered at the EU level (i.e. what new EU policies are to be initiated) 
and how the new aspects of EU capacity are organised, and how 
specialised this political system is. Thirdly, 
vertical differentiation (levels of competence) focuses on the relations 
between levels of governing within the EU. This is about the allocation of 
powers and competencies across levels of governing. This dimension 
addresses differentiation in terms of who (what type of institution) has a 
crucial role in deciding a certain legal act or a policy distinguishing 
between competences for the EU and member states. The fourth 
dimension is territorial (vertical) differentiation, focusing on a territorial 
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differentiation of EU policies or institutional arrangements, including, for 
instance, a set-up in which not all EU member states take part in a 
common policy or institution, status of non-members etc. directly and 
indirectly referring to differentiated integration. There is a substantial 
debate on territorial differentiation of EU policies or institutions, and 
many actors explicitly reject existing or proposed territorial differentiation 
(Schimmelfennig and Winzen 2020; Telle et al. 2022; Schimmelfennig and 
Winzen 2019). Finally, differentiation also entails citizens’ rights. Persons’ 
differentiated access and incorporation refers to issues connected with the 
nature and range of rights of persons, such as civil and political rights, 
freedom of movement, citizenship etc. 

Overall, these aspects make it possible to detect which prospective 
constitutional configurations are possible and desirable by various 
participants in the debate on the FoE. As Tacik claims in this volume, “the 
current shape of the Union – especially in its legal dimension – was 
determined during the era of liberal hegemony. The sequence of treaties 
that first established the EU and later transformed it into an entity focused 
on the rule of law, multi-layer constitutionalism based on cooperation as 
well as fundamental rights – from the Treaty of Maastricht up to the 
Lisbon Treaty – and were adopted with liberal constitutionalism as a 
model” (Tacik 2022). Therefore, most debates on constitutional 
configurations stretch from intergovernmental to federal and even 
cosmopolitan options (Bellamy 2013; 2019; Fossum 2021). Some analysts 
have discussed the EU as a possible cosmopolitan vanguard (Eriksen and 
Fossum 2012), figuring as a regional subsystem of a wider global 
cosmopolitanism. This shows that the debate is not confined to the state 
form – whether as a collection of states (intergovernmental) or as a state-
based federation – but is about the state form itself, including the 
constitutive role of the principle of sovereignty. Historically speaking, 
federalism’s relationship to sovereignty is at best ambiguous. 
Cosmopolitanism represents a direct affront to Bodin’s notion of state 
sovereignty. 

Recently, however, new narratives have also appeared, promoted by 
sovereignist Eurosceptic actors often linked to illiberal notions 
(Spiegeleire, Skinner, and Sweijs 2017; Verzichelli 2020; Basile and 
Mazzoleni 2019; Fabbrini and Zgaga 2022). As three of the authors in this 
volume argue, “in terms of EU institutions, the proponents of 
sovereignism accept the existence of intergovernmental institutions but 
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demand significant repatriation of competences from supranational 
institutions, specifically from the EC” (Góra, Thevenin, and Zielińska 
2022). In addition, these actors centre their narratives on the protection of 
national sovereignty (Fabbrini and Zgaga 2022; Góra and Zielińska 2022). 
However, the notion of sovereignty and its relationship with the processes 
of sovereignty pooling is central and important for any reflection on the 
future of European integration. 

Since the debate on the democratic quality of the EU by social actors often 
focuses on what is dysfunctional and problematic rather than on the 
prospective reforms, the concept of dominance is useful for systematically 
assessing such aspects of the debate (Czerska-Shaw et al. 2022). We define 
dominance as the unjust exercise of power and simultaneously “the 
relationship or a circumstance wherein an actor (be that a person, an 
organisation, or a collective) can be arbitrarily interfered with and/or 
manipulated” (Fossum 2019, 2). There are several possible types of 
dominance referring to actors’ “formal legal status; limits to or constraints 
on the actor’s choice options; vulnerability or susceptibility to external 
influences; deprivation (material and emotional such as the sense of self-
worth); lack of or denial of recognition; undue impositions; and forms of 
exclusion” (Fossum, 2019, 3). 

Patterns of domination in differentiation can be grasped with particular 
acuity in times of epochal shifts in the history of European integration. 
Liberal constitutionalism, which underpinned the relationship between 
legal and political dimensions in the construction of the European Union, 
finds itself globally contested in its current shape. As a result, the crisis 
within European integration as such overlaps with illiberal mobilisations 
against the hegemonic constitutional model. Euroscepticism and 
illiberalism appear as a pre-ordained match, whose concrete incarnations 
in European “populisms” test the possibilities of creating constitutional 
models alternative not only to the liberal democracies of EU members, but 
also to the construction of the Union itself. 

Given the strength of the liberal hegemony in the field of 
constitutionalism, these proposals do not excel in viability and originality. 
They also raise questions about the normative core of modern 
constitutionalism, founded as it is on basic individual rights, and hence 
liberal. The designation “liberal” is therefore not simply about 
constitutionalism’s specific orientation; it is a matter of constitionalism’s 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 10  

normative core. It is thus hardly surprising that illiberalism has had 
problems finding constitutional theorists. What appears as its striking 
feature is a negative vector: illiberalism seems to define itself via patterns 
of opposition with liberal constitutionalism, but consequently appears as 
structurally reactive. At the same time, however, it affects the 
constitutionalism of European integration, which resorts to mobilising its 
pre-EU and, from a liberal perspective, vaguely founded mechanisms 
(such as the principle of subsidiarity) in defence of what the political 
impasse prevents from being adequately defended – the liberal 
underpinning of the Treaties. 

Reform proposals. Methodological remarks  
This report is based on a broad range of proposals referring to the debate 
on the future of Europe gathered by a group of researchers. Overall, the 
database consists of over 1,000 proposals, of which approximately 65% are 
from the national level in as many as 26 countries. The presented report 
captures the qualitative analysis of selected proposals by specific actors or 
concerning distinctive issues. 

In order to broadly define the reform proposals, we use the definition of a 
political claim (Statham and Koopmans 2009). Ruud Koopmans defines 
claims as units of strategic action in the public sphere, which consist of the 
expression of political opinion (Koopmans and Erbe 2003). Political claims 
are therefore articulations of the positions (demands, calls for action, 
proposals, criticism, etc.) of political actors expressed in intentional, public 
acts of speech (Statham and Koopmans 2009, 437). Proposals can take 
various forms. Paraphrasing Koopmans and Erbe (2003), we define a 
reform proposal as a distinctive statement made in the public sphere 
which consists of the expression of a political opinion on the future of the 
European Union, European integration or an aspect thereof (such as a 
selected policy, policy instruments, institutions and politics) and refers to 
the polity dimension of the EU (i.e. its institutional shape). Hence, the 
proposals can address the future of the EU polity, its policies and politics 
– a division allowing us to further problematise the contestation of polity 
and policy as well as proposals dealing with the formal institutional set-
up and practice of policy making. 

In our study we searched for and analysed proposals by political and 
social actors on the national and European levels. The category is broad in 
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order to grasp proposals that originate from various sources, beyond 
official political actors (i.e. the prime ministers or, in the case of a sectoral 
policy proposal, the relevant ministers or government spokesperson, 
heads of states). We gathered positions on the future of Europe as 
expressed by such actors at the national level as national political parties 
and their leaders as expressed in selected debates in national and 
European parliaments, national think tanks, public intellectuals, and civil 
society actors. As regards the latter, the project paid special attention to 
CSOs that are indicative of specific actors prone to antagonistic politics, 
like identitarian groups, (non-)confessional groups, Eurosceptics, 
Euroreject movements with both left-wing and right-wing leanings, as 
well as pro-European organisations, women/feminist CSOs etc. We 
likewise gathered proposals by similar categories of actors but operating 
on the supranational level. Each of the analysed dimensions of 
differentiation, democracy and dominance as described in the theoretical 
section was operationalised through a list of detailed questions. The key 
questions are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Key questions guiding the analysis 

Lawmaking (horizontal) differentiation   Does the proposal mention 
interinstitutional relations within 
the EU political system? 

Functional (competence-based horizontal) 
differentiation   

Does the proposal mention the 
EU’s capacity to act? 

Vertical differentiation (levels of competence)   Does the proposal mention 
change in competence between 
the EU and member states? 

Territorial (vertical) differentiation   Does the proposal mention 
territorial differentiation? 

Persons’ differentiated access and incorporation 
(citizens’ differentiation of rights)   

Does the proposal mention 
citizens’ rights: seek to alter 
citizens’ rights and status in the 
EU, including changes in EU 
citizenship? 

Democratic malfunctioning   Does the proposal aim to 
improve the democratic mal-
functioning of the current EU?   
At what level does it suggest 
improvements? 

Dominance   Does the proposal diagnose any 
form of dominance in the EU?   
What type?   

Source: own compilation based on (Fossum 2021). 
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We gathered papers presenting the perspective of both political and 
societal actors. While the former focuses on the national-level political 
parties as well as European-level MEPs belonging to right-wing political 
groupings, the latter consists of civil society organisations (CSOs) in the 
area of migration and gender equality, as well as more informalised 
bottom-up movements from the peripheries of public debates, in the form 
of “denialist” movements. The perspective of both types of actors has been 
taken into account to better understand the dynamic of the future of 
Europe debate and of different articulations depending on the position of 
power, formal status, structural and symbolic conditions influencing the 
recognition of the opinions of each actor. The analysis of such a selection 
of actors is also directed by our analytical perspective, focusing on the 
functioning of democracy within the EU and political claims regarding the 
future of Europe. 

The selection of the chapters gathered in this report refers to the 
aforementioned concepts, focusing on selected aspects of differentiation, 
malfunctioning of democracy and dominance. The contributions also 
display a wide array of approaches in terms of how the analysis was 
conducted and constituted the empirical basis for analysis. Some chapters 
are based on a discursive analysis of parliamentary debates (Góra, 
Thevenin, Zielińska & Styczyńska, Thevenin). In others, the authors 
systematically analysed proposals by specific social actors. 

Structure of the report and overview of chapters 
The report is divided into two sections. The first gathers contributions that 
take the perspective of political actors, including national-level political 
parties as well as European-level MEPs belonging to right-wing political 
groupings. These analyses shed light on the normative-level debates in the 
European political sphere, ranging from sovereignism and the different 
articulations thereof, via constitutional proposals coming from illiberal 
political forces within EU member states, to various visions (or lack 
thereof) for the future of European integration from the viewpoint of the 
political right wing. While political actors are the main forces driving the 
debates on the future of Europe, our empirically driven selection of these 
right-wing actors and Eurosceptic elements may offer a perspective from 
the standpoint of integration contesters, shedding light on their views, 
visions and counterproposals to the prevailing assumptions of democratic 
functioning and models of European integration. 
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In the second section, we turn to societal actors and their differing visions 
and proposals for the future shape of the European project or specific 
policy areas, or more broadly for a normative social order. Civil society 
actors, as mentioned previously, are well situated to provide critical, 
counter-hegemonic perspectives on locations of dominance and 
(un)democratic policies and practices within the European political arena. 
Bringing citizens’ values and practices to the table, they are able to convey 
prevailing trends and attitudes from multiple social fields in European 
societies. They are at times closely aligned with European ideas and ideals, 
looking to Europe for partnership in their political and societal interests, 
such as (at times) migration and feminist CSOs. At other times, they find 
themselves diametrically opposed to European and other globalising 
forces, seeing the EU as a neoliberal hegemon. 

An important precursor to both sections can be found in the first 
contribution, by Jozef Bátora, Pavol Babos and John Erik Fossum. The 
authors take a step back and seek to challenge the usual modes of 
analysing opinions and perceptions of EU integration and accompanying 
constitutional models. Based on original research conducted within the 
EU3D project using relational class analysis methodology (Bátora and 
Baboš 2022, 2023), the authors analyse meanings of perceptions not 
through individual responses to individual survey items typically used to 
analyse citizens’ attitudes towards the EU, but rather seek out the relations 
amongst these responses, linking them to broader belief systems or 
thought communities in populations of study. These thought 
communities offer an interesting perspective on ways of thinking about 
the EU to see how similarly constructed meanings may be seen in very 
different actors from across different political options and social 
communities. The application of these thought communities, typified by 
“statists” and “pragmatists”, to the framework of constitutional models 
used in the EU3D project, may offer new and novel options for the EU’s 
development. 
 
Following from this, Przemysław Tacik’s chapter tackles Right-Wing 
Populist Constitutional and Extra-Constitutional Legal Narratives, enquiring 
whether illiberalism offers any coherent alternative to liberal 
constitutionalism. The chapter analyses five national forms of illiberalisms 
– found in Hungary’s Fidesz, Poland’s Law and Justice, Italy’s Forza Italia, 
France’s National Rally, and Germany’s AfD. In a paradoxical manner, 
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these illiberal constitutional forms (Hungary, Poland) and political 
discourses offer an alternative to governance models in their lack of 
coherency. Some of these illiberalisms (AfD) would go as far as seeking to 
dismantle EU institutions and safeguards in the name of “liberating” 
national constitutionalism from the yoke of European hegemony. 
Alarmingly, illiberal constitutionalisms exploit the weakness of EU law 
and its wariness of using language that would create the impression of 
real federalism, erecting legal obstacles to the recognition of EU law and 
targeting symbols of liberal democracy (such as rule of law, national 
inclusiveness, general equality, and checks and balances). Illiberal 
constitutionalism’s amorphous nature signals a hazy future, except for the 
general consolidation of power and dismantling of the rule of law. The 
future, predicts Tacik, “is here groped for vaguely and indirectly”; illiberal 
constitutionalism becomes a game of smoke and mirrors, responding to 
political conjectures through vague rhetoric rather than solidifying a legal 
form. 

In Chapter 4, by Magdalena Góra, Elodie Thevenin and Katarzyna 
Zielińska, the analysis focuses on what is arguably the most heated subject 
of debate on the future of Europe, namely the notion of sovereignty as it 
relates to various forms of European integration. Different articulations of 
sovereignty – itself essentially an empty signifier – allow political actors 
to fill it with meaning that implies certain visions of EU integration. 
Untangling these competing meanings of sovereignty can serve as a key 
to analysing the current narratives on the future of the EU. Through a 
comparative analysis in the context of the future of Europe debate in three 
key EU member states – Germany, France and Poland – the research 
analyses the discursive patterns of the various meanings of sovereignty. 
Locating the empirical analysis in national parliaments, the authors are 
able to further nuance the discourses on sovereignty along the lines of 
political parties and the tensions between competing views on European 
integration. 

Chapter 5, by Joanna Orzechowska-Wacławska, dives deeper into the 
concept of sovereignty – here focusing on its economic aspect – and how 
it is understood and implemented through policy making at the national 
level. Taking Poland as a case study, the author critically engages with the 
assumption that Eastern and Western European states are divided along 
the lines of their tendencies towards cultural sovereignism (Eastern 
Europe) and economic sovereignism (Western Europe). By way of 
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economic policy analysis of the Law and Justice-led government, 
Orzechowska-Wacławska illustrates how “Eastern” European 
sovereignism is just as economic as it is cultural, raising questions as to 
the juxtaposing of East and West in this regard and what this may mean 
for future conceptualisations and reflections of sovereignism. 

Chapter 6, the final contribution to the section on political actors, by 
Natasza Styczyńska and Elodie Thevenin, brings the debate on the future 
of Europe to the European level, focusing on the way in which the future 
of the EU project is discursively framed by right-wing groups within the 
European Parliament. Using qualitative methods to analyse the plenary 
debates during the eighth term of the European Parliament (2014–2019), 
the authors find that, while right-wing groups generally align on issues of 
migration and the protection of national sovereignty and seek to reform 
the European polity, they offer no clear or unified proposals about the 
shape or direction of this reform. Debates in the EP are often used as a 
stage for uploading domestic political interests, rather than a space for 
concrete visions on the future functioning of the Union. These findings 
resemble Tacik’s chapter in pointing to the critical voices of these political 
actors, but without concrete proposals for an alternative way forward. 

In the second section of the report, we turn to societal actors and their 
contesting visions and proposals for European (dis)integration, focusing 
on the locations of differentiation-driven dominance in EU policy and 
polity making. In Chapter 7, Karolina Czerska-Shaw focuses on civil 
society organisations’ narratives surrounding the present and future of 
European migration and asylum policies. The chapter sheds light on the 
forms of differentiation-driven dominance at the heart of EU and member-
state governance in this field, chiefly the deprivation of rights and status 
of migrants and asylum seekers on the outer borders of the EU, but also 
fragmentation due to a lack of coordination and transparency in policy 
actions. Through the analysis of narratives in the form of policy 
proposals, responses and recommendations for policy development and 
reform, stretching across three critical junctures from the 2015–16 refugee 
crisis, through the Belarusian border crisis in 2021–22, and ending with 
the refugee flows in the wake of the full-scale Russian invasion on Ukraine 
in 2022, the author reflects on the type of constitutional orientations these 
proposals offer. Interestingly, behind a very cautious federalism stands a 
strong cosmopolitan outlook, which may itself offer a third way to tackle 
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seemingly irreconcilable visions of European integration in this polity 
area. 

In Chapter 8, Marta Warat enquires whether it is possible to establish 
gendered democracies in the EU. Through the analysis of proposals of 
gender equality organisations operating at the 
international/supranational level within Europe, she shows how gender 
equality is understood by various actors. Her analysis shows that, 
according to the narratives of gender equality organisations, the EU 
contributes to the advancement of gender equality and provides a 
democratic space for feminists’ intervention. Warat’s study highlights that 
the policy areas discussed by gender equality organisations reflect the 
EU’s priorities in their gender equality policies and strategies. The 
research also provides analysis of framing gender equality, identifying 
value-based, citizen rights- based and financial gains frames. The paper 
finally discusses the core values of gendered democracy pointing both to 
the exclusion of gender-equality organisations from the debate and to the 
potential they can bring to the vision of the future of Europe. 

In Chapter 9, on the narratives of anti-gender organisations, Katarzyna 
Zielińska offers an analysis of the vision of the EU and the future of the 
EU integration these organisations promote. Her analysis is embedded in 
a broader context of anti-gender mobilisation in Europe and the backlash 
against the equality agenda, which sheds light on the main elements of 
anti-gender organisations’ narratives. She argues that for the CSOs in 
question the nation-state is a basis for the democratic order, while the EU 
lacks the legitimacy of the people. To support their position, anti-gender 
organisations refer to the narratives of citizens’ rights and liberal rights to 
establish a new political order. 

In Chapter 10, Kinga Sekerdej provides an analysis of politically 
mediatised yet scarcely unified discourses coming from what she terms 
“denialist” groups – particularly those who contest the widespread use of 
vaccines (so called anti-vaxxers) and those who reject 5G technology. 
Through these dimensions of health and digital transformation, the author 
seeks to locate the denialist groups’ narratives of the European Union. 
Unified in a deep sense of distrust and scepticism to mainstream 
frameworks of knowledge production, these actors’ discourses can be 
conceived through the concepts of political sovereignty and truth-
speaking sovereignty (Mede & Shafer, 2020). In the former, the political 
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elites (tacitly also European political elites) are the illegitimate sovereigns 
– real legitimacy lies with the ordinary people. The second, truth-speaking 
sovereignty, points to a deep distrust of the authority of mainstream 
science, here also seen as a bedfellow of the political elites. The narrative 
is coherent in its political and science-related populism, highlighting the 
lack of trust in science and institutions, which does not bode well for the 
health of European democracy. This final contribution to the section on 
social actors is something of a foreboding, as the effects of dis-
/misinformation gain prominence in the age of uncertainty and 
technological advancement. 

Sergio Fabbrini and Tiziano Zgaga’s concluding chapter brings the 
discussion back to the constitutional models opened up by Bátora, Babos 
and Fossum in Chapter 2, this time critically examining each from the 
perspective of their internal (in)congruencies. They offer a fourth way out 
that was not reflected in the debates on the future of Europe or in the final 
CoFoE, but that may be a compromise based on the prevailing 
constitutional models, outlined as (1) a parliamentary union (2) and 
intergovernmental union, or (3) an economic community. Their proposal 
– a federal union – may offer a way out of the current impasses within the 
future of Europe debates.
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Introduction 
This chapter complements the other chapters in the report, which focus on 
analysis of proposals for the future of Europe (the term proposal is used 
here as it has been defined in the EU3D project). In contrast, this chapter 
draws on an original survey designed to reveal distinct “thought 
communities” in Europe. There are three reasons for inclusion of the 
chapter, which provides a summary of the survey results1 in this report. 
The first reason is that the analysis of thought communities is a fruitful 
means for analysing Europe’s future. Why is that? Because a better 
knowledge of the scripts or cognitive frameworks that citizens employ 
when thinking about the EU provides us with a keener understanding of 
the nature and range of future options for the EU’s development that 
citizens are likely to recognise and/or endorse. The chapter will show this, 

 
1 The complete report is published as EU3D Working Paper 28 and is available here: 
https://www.eu3d.uio.no/publications/eu3d-research-papers/2022/eu3d-rp-28-
batora-babos.html  

https://www.eu3d.uio.no/publications/eu3d-research-papers/2022/eu3d-rp-28-batora-babos.html
https://www.eu3d.uio.no/publications/eu3d-research-papers/2022/eu3d-rp-28-batora-babos.html
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for instance in the important distinction it draws between statists and 
pragmatists. More detailed investigations of what type of European Union 
and what bundle of policies each group would accept provides useful 
information for citizens’ acceptance of various EU polity and policy 
trajectories. 

The second reason for including this chapter in the report is that it entails 
a different way of assessing which constitutional model is most apt for the 
EU from the other chapters in the report. The third reason is to remind the 
reader of the need to consider different methodologies when analysing the 
future of Europe. A major lesson is that future work should endeavour to 
develop more comprehensive analyses that seek to draw more 
systematically on the different methodologies with a view to getting a 
clearer sense of their respective strengths and weaknesses. 

In addition to the above, the analysis of thought communities, as has been 
shown, is itself of value for shedding new light on puzzles and paradoxes 
in contemporary Europe. Consider the following: there are high levels of 
public support for the EU in countries with extensive support for anti-EU 
populist governments. Hungary and Poland consistently show public 
support for the EU exceeding 70% (over 80% in Poland). Explaining this 
requires unpacking how people actually think about the EU. 
Understanding why a Hungarian citizen can be strongly pro-EU and, at 
the same time, vote for Viktor Orbán with his anti-EU standpoints 
requires us to delve deeper into the conceptual frameworks that citizens 
use when thinking about the Union. It will also help us to define what 
kinds of polity structures and policy types would be readily acceptable in 
a given national setting. 

In this chapter, we present the findings of an original survey (see Bátora 
and Baboš 2022, 2023) on how citizens in six EU member states (France, 
Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland and Slovakia) think about polity and 
policy formation in the EU. Building on an elaboration of three models of 
polity in the EU (see Fossum 2021), we discuss which of these models 
would receive public recognition and support, given the constellation of 
thought communities present in different EU member states. 

In terms of methodology, the analysis focuses on identifying what scripts 
or cognitive frameworks citizens employ when they think about the EU. 
We use relational class analysis (Goldberg 2011) to identify patterns in 
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citizens’ responses and thus identify thought communities of citizens 
sharing cognitive scripts. In several ways, the current analytical approach 
is complementary to standard opinion polls or research on citizens’ 
attitudes. First, we identify not just attitudes towards particular policies 
but also the underlying understanding by the surveyed citizens of the EU 
qua polity and of the policies related to the respective polity concept. 
Second, we identify thought communities of citizens sharing thinking 
styles and scripts in their thinking about the Union. Third, we develop 
explanations for why levels of approval for the EU in a particular member 
state as such cannot be taken automatically to mean that citizens approve 
of the Union for the same reasons as citizens in other EU member states. 
Citizens in Hungary and Poland may approve of the EU but for very 
different reasons than citizens in Germany or France. In this sense, as our 
analysis of thought communities suggests, high levels of support for the 
EU among citizens does not exclude the possibility of high levels of 
electoral support for populist anti-EU parties. Fourth, the analytical focus 
on “thought communities” also allows for developing a new approach to 
the EU’s public communications and outreach strategy directed at the 
member states’ populations.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. In the first section, we elaborate on three 
constitutional models of the EU polity as suggested by Fossum (2021). As 
Fossum shows in that publication, each model represents a distinct 
configuration of the five differentiation dimensions (lawmaking, 
functional, vertical, territorial and persons’ differentiated access and 
incorporation). As such, they frame in broader polity terms the five 
dimensions that all the proposals are assessed against.  

The constitutional models provide an analytical benchmark for our 
discussion of the findings on thought communities in six EU member 
states. The second section then presents the data on the thought 
communities. We elaborate on the RCA and on the findings. The 
conclusion summarises these findings and discusses which of the features 
of which of the models would find most public support and in which EU 
countries. We also discuss potential implications for the design of the EU’s 
strategic communications and public outreach campaigns in the member 
states. 
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EU constitutional models 

The intergovernmental model 
As the name suggests, the intergovernmental model focuses on the nation-
state as the most important actor in Europe (and the world). The model 
posits that only the nation-state can foster the type of trust and solidarity 
that is required to sustain a democratic polity. The EU must hence be 
devised to ensure that the institutions at the EU level are accountable to 
the member states, which continue to serve as the main vehicles for 
ensuring the type of private and public autonomy that democracy 
requires. The member states are then also the locus of democratic 
authority. The model therefore rules out a democratic body at the EU level 
capable of autonomous lawmaking and that can justifiably claim to 
represent the collective body of citizens in the EU’s member states. The 
lines of authorisation and accountability are mainly vertical, with the EU 
the agent and each member state a principal. The fact that each member 
state has the power of veto is meant to serve as a safeguard for national 
democracy. Nevertheless, precisely since each state has a veto, the model 
has weak provisions for the members to intervene in the democratic affairs 
of other member states, should they find them wanting. The model posits 
that the EU’s legitimacy is indirect and hinges on its ability to perform in 
accordance with prescriptions from the member states. The standard 
model understands democratic authorisation by member states to take the 
form of intergovernmental bodies in which the contracting partners strike 
bargains on behalf of nationally fixed preferences and interests 
(Moravcsik 1998). 

The model posits that the member states authorise EU action and confine 
and delimit the EU’s range of operations through the provisions set out in 
the treaties, as well as through a set of institutions that permit every 
member state to exercise the power of veto. It follows from the above that 
the EU’s scope, range of operations and type and range of policy 
instruments should in principle be determined by the member states. As 
noted above, the intergovernmental model presumes that the member 
states delegate competence to the Union. The model treats each member 
state as a separate entity and focuses on how the member states 
collaborate in joint institutions at the EU level, institutions wherein each 
member state has a veto and can block decisions. The model posits that 
the EU’s competence can in principle be revoked (Pollack 2003). 
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The intergovernmental model leaves no scope for external differentiation 
in the sense of EU norms and rules incorporated in states that are not EU 
members. This is because the boundaries of the association of sovereign 
states correspond to those of its member states. 

The federal model 
A democratic federation is a system of shared rule combined with self-rule 
embedded in a constitutional arrangement (as a core element of the federal 
pact). Modern federalism is intrinsically tied to the state form of 
governing. The experience of the United States has become the standard, 
or dominant, account of democratic federalism (Beer 1993; Davis 1978; 
Ostrom 2008). The federal system is based on a distinction between levels 
because the federal constitution specifies powers and competences 
between levels of governing (federal and subunit). In the federation, the 
subunit level is a legally and constitutionally relevant category with some 
form of central-level representation (King 1982). The federal court 
balances relations between levels of governing. Citizens are directly 
represented in the central institutions, as well as collectively represented 
in the central institutions through their respective subunits (King 1982). 

Contemporary federations are structured in line with the statist principle 
of functional-territorial contiguity, in which the aggregate federation takes 
care of all relevant functional realms, but each level’s realm of functions is 
specified in accordance with the division of powers across levels of 
governing (these vary from exclusive-federal, via shared or concomitant, 
to exclusive subunit). Federations vary in the scope of functions 
undertaken at each level, and therefore also in the nature and range of 
policy instruments. They also differ in the relative capacity (fiscal and 
administrative) and expertise that is accumulated at each level of 
governing. The federal level grants citizenship. All citizens of subunits are 
federal citizens. Citizens also have specific rights and obligations in 
relation to the subunits they live in. Regarding voting rights in subunit 
elections, for instance, a citizen must obtain residence status in order to 
have the right to vote. 

An important issue when discussing the EU from a federal perspective is 
whether a federation needs to be a state, and if so to what extent. This is, 
as we shall see, a highly consequential issue when considering 
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citizens‘ thought communities. In other words, federalism’s appeal is 
closely connected to this issue. 

The regional-cosmopolitan model 
The EU has been depicted as a cosmopolitan vanguard,2 which refers to a 
political system with a cosmopolitan vocation. The most prominent 
advocate of a cosmopolitan conception of Europe within the greater global 
context is Jürgen Habermas. In an impressive number of books and 
articles,3 Habermas has addressed the vital question of whether 
deliberative democracy can be entrenched in global and global-regional 
entities (beyond nation-states). Habermas resuscitates the Kantian 
cosmopolitan project and comes up with a very sophisticated model.4  

Habermas argues that we may entrench cosmopolitanism through what 
he terms world governance without government. This is premised on a 
clear distinction between “state” and “constitution” along the lines drawn 
by Hauke Brunkhorst (2004). A key premise is that “[t]he state in its 
modern form is not a necessary precondition of a constitutional order” 
(Habermas 2006: 137). Such a structure is, according to Habermas, situated 
in three key levels and institutional arrangements: (1) the first, global, or 
world-encompassing level contains a set of supranational arrangements; 
(2) the second is labelled transnational and pertains to regional 
arrangements; and (3) the third refers to the nation-state level.  

This structure is based on a distinct division of functions. The 
supranational level, institutionally embedded in a reformed United 
Nations (UN) system, would be confined to issues of securing peace and 
protecting human rights. This system is based on the precept of the 
supranational hierarchical structure being confined to a clearly delimited 
number of issue-specific, negative, constitutional protections in order to 
serve as a safeguard against the domination that Immanuel Kant feared 
from a world republic. Precisely because it is confined in this way it does 

 
2 With regard to the EU, see, for instance, Beck and Grande (2007); Delanty and Rumford (2005); Eriksen 
(2009a; 2009b); Eriksen and Fossum (2012). On Canada, see, for instance, Kymlicka and Walker (2012) 
and Fossum (2012). 
3 The books include Habermas (1998a; 2001; 2006; 2009; 2012); for articles, see in particular Habermas 
(1998b; 1998c; 2004). See also Grewal (2012), whose first chapter offers a useful periodisation of 
Habermas’ approach to European integration, from Euro-scepticism to Europhilia.  
4 Other important proposals include Held (1995) and Archibugi (2008). In a different spirit, see 
Scheuerman (2011). For an assessment of this position as a constitutional cosmopolitan model, see 
Fossum and Menéndez (2014). 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 28  

not require a comprehensive system of democratic legitimation 
(Habermas 2006: 174). 

The second, transnational, level is preoccupied with global domestic 
politics (such as issues pertaining to energy, environment, financial and 
economic policy) and is composed of regional entities. It is based not on a 
hierarchical structure, but rather on a heterarchical one with entities that 
negotiate agreements among themselves. These issues may also be global 
but are assumed to be more conflict-prone and are more suitably handled 
at the transnational level, in more densely integrated contexts, through 
bargains, compromises and various types of settlements.5  

The third, nation-state, level remains the key repository of democratic 
legitimacy. In this structure, nation-states have nevertheless gone through 
learning processes to make their citizens understand themselves as both 
global citizens and citizens of their respective states. From a democratic 
perspective, it is important to underline that: 

 [b]oth at the level of the UN and of transnational negotiation 
systems, it must receive indirect “backing” from the kinds of 
democratic processes of opinion- and will-formation that can only 
be fully institutionalised within constitutional states, regardless of 
how complex federal states on a continental scale may become  

(Habermas 2006: 141). 

Democratically speaking, the structure is based in two sources: world 
citizens and citizens of states. The main democratic legitimation processes 
are still anchored in the nation-states, but, as noted, subject to the proviso 
that these states have gone through important learning processes so that 
citizens understand themselves to have responsibilities to non-nationals 
which back up their role as world citizens.  

In the following analysis we will see how and how much these models are 
reflected in citizens‘ thought communities, as reflected through the survey 
results. 

 

 
5 Brunkhorst (2009: 66) usefully refers to this as a “global system of segmented continental regimes”. 
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Analysing thought communities  
Thought communities can be defined as groups of citizens sharing 
“thinking styles” or scripts helping them to conceptualise social 
phenomena (see Mannheim 1954; Goldberg 2011). Sharing particular 
scripts helps in the collective exercise of sense making (Zerubavel 1997). 
Using this method, researchers are able to identify correlations and 
patterns in responses to multiple survey items. People sharing 
scripts/cognitive frames would show similar or identical patterns of 
responding to survey items and would be located within the same thought 
community. Thought communities as such are not characterised by people 
sharing opinions or positions on particular aspects of a social 
phenomenon. Instead, they share a cognitive framework for making sense 
of that phenomenon. However, sharing a cognitive framework and hence 
a thinking style about a phenomenon does not equal sharing normative 
opinions about that same phenomenon. Two people within the same 
thought community could therefore embrace widely diverging opinions 
about a particular social phenomenon. 

The EU is a rather ambiguous polity or an unsettled political order under 
development (Olsen 2010). In the context of the political phenomenon it 
represents, one cannot really take for granted that citizens share the same 
constructs when thinking about it. With simple opinion polls or attitude 
surveys, we therefore run the risk of not considering the important 
nuances in how people perceive the Union and what it means to them. To 
complement research on attitudes towards the EU, it is hence useful to 
take a step back and actually explore how people construct meanings 
around the EU and identify groups sharing similar thinking styles about 
the Union. 

To identify such communities, it is useful to build on the relationality 
approach proposed by Goldberg (2011) and developed further by 
DiMaggio et al. (2018). Meaning, from this point of view, emerges not 
from individual responses to individual survey items but from relations 
among these responses. This enables a researcher to study not just 
opinions of individuals but broader belief systems of populations. This 
takes into account the possibility that many surveys simply ignore the fact 
that the same survey questions (or items) can generate widely divergent 
meanings among a group of respondents. Identifying patterns of 
responses to a set of survey items enables a researcher to establish whether 
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there are groups of people sharing particular “thinking styles”. 
Ambiguous political phenomena such as European integration or 
ambiguous political entities such as the European Union allow for 
multiple interpretations among any given population. As earlier research 
has shown, people experience the EU in widely divergent ways in their 
practical lives and that, in turn, leads to different ways of thinking about 
the Union, its possible nature and its future development. Indeed, the style 
of thinking and sense-making about the Union necessarily has 
implications for how people react to policy- and polity reform proposals 
or for what policy actions people think are appropriate for their own 
member state. 

Data for the analysis was collected in our own online survey conducted in 
March 2022.6  

To measure attitudes towards various aspects of European integration we 
used a five-point Likert scale. Using Fossum’s three constitutional models 
of the EU’s political order – a Union of sovereign states, a federal Union, 
and a cosmopolitan Union – we formulated 10 statements expressing key 
characteristic features of the models. Statements related to a set of key 
policy domains including core state powers (defence, diplomacy and 
intelligence) and various aspects of economic cooperation in the EU’s 
single market. Also, statements were formulated in ways capturing 
principles of organising politics in the EU – in this way we would be more 
likely to tease out respondents‘ thinking styles – i.e. not so much what but 
how they think about the Union. The current analysis is thus different 
from that of van den Hoogen et al. (2022), who used CCA (an extension of 
RCA by Boutyline 2017) but focused on identifying meanings attributed 

 
6 Data was collected by a professional contracted agency with experience in pan-
European surveys and offices in all the member states studied. The survey was 
translated from Slovak into the local languages (Polish, French, German, Italian, and 
Hungarian). The translations were monitored by reverse translation testing provided 
by the agency and also by the authors of this paper. Surveys were then conducted 
using Computer Aided Web Interviewing in March 2022. In each of the selected 
member states, we collected a representative sample of about 1,000 respondents. The 
survey was administered online, and stratified quota sampling was used to ensure 
representativeness of the sample in regard to gender, age, education, region and 
residence size. 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 31  

to the EU among its supporters in one of the member states, the 
Netherlands. 

Based on RCA results, two thought communities in each of the six EU 
countries were identified. Building on their features, they were termed 
statists and pragmatists (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Characteristics of thought communities (adopted from Bátora and Baboš 
2023) 

THOUGHT COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS OF THINKING 
STYLE/CONSTRUCT 

STATISTS - Thinking about features of the EU as a polity is 
interconnected with thinking about policy outputs 
- The governance structures – as an expression of a 
polity – and policy outputs at the EU level are seen 
as mutually dependent, similarly to those in 
sovereign states. The EU is thus similar to a 
sovereign state. 
- Provision of policy outputs by the EU is linked to 
more competences and stronger governance 
structures at the EU level. 
- Thinking style organised around how the state is 
understood. 
- The opposing ends of the spectrum in this 
understanding are EU-level federalist statists and 
nation-state statists. 

PRAGMATISTS - Thinking about polity-building at the EU-level as a 
process independent of various types of cooperation 
that provides policy outputs, including on peace or 
security.7 
- Thinking about various types of benefits and 
policies is mostly aligned, but at the same time, 
thinking about public policies at the EU level is not 
aligned with thinking about democratic polity building 
at the EU level. 
- Responses to questions about policy outputs are 
not separated from and independent of responses 
about EU-level governance or EU-level 
competences (these respondents do not see an 
automatic link between policy outputs and the polity 
structures needed to achieve such outputs). 
- Thinking style organised around the understanding 
of policy outputs is decoupled from 

 
7 An exception to this pattern among pragmatists is Germany, where federalisation is 
relatively strongly related to policy outputs. 
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structural/institutional governance arrangements for 
the delivery of such outputs. 
- The opposing ends of the spectrum are 
supranational pragmatists and nation-state 
pragmatists. 

The size of the communities was similar in all six member states under 
study (see Table 2). 

Table 2: Size of thought communities in individual countries (adopted from Bátora 
and Baboš 2023) 

Country Statists Pragmatists 
   
Slovakia 21% 79% 
Germany 21% 79% 
France 20% 80% 
Italy 23% 77% 
Poland 24% 76% 
Hungary 22% 78% 

Source: Own survey.    
While both the communities are present in the six member states to a 
similar extent, there are differences in the respective constellations of 
features that these communities are characterised by. Differences are 
pronounced in particular in the pragmatist community across the 
countries. While the pragmatists are similar in that they decouple policy 
outputs (and policy making) from polity aspects (and polity formation) in 
their thinking about the Union, there are differences across the countries 
in what features of the political order (polity formation) are connected in 
their thinking (see Table 3). 

Table 3: Pragmatists and their linking of the EU and its policy outputs (adopted from 
Bátora and Baboš 2023) 

                             Features of political order 

Country 
Dimension 1 of TC 
Pragmatists Dimension 2 of TC Pragmatists 

Germany Market 
Peace, cooperation, democracy and 
federalisation 

France 
Market and 
federalisation Peace, cooperation and democracy 

Italy 
Market and 
federalisation Peace, cooperation and democracy 

Slovakia 
Democracy and 
federalisation Peace and cooperation 

Hungary 
Democracy and 
federalisation Peace 

Poland Federalisation Peace, cooperation and democracy 
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There are at least four groupings within the pragmatist thought 
community. First, pragmatists in Germany are different in that they 
connect policy outputs in such areas as peace, cooperation and democracy 
directly with the polity dimension of federalisation. This means that 
pragmatists in Germany understand that if policy outputs in areas of core 
state powers are to be provided by the EU, there is also a need to set up a 
federal state structure on the polity level to support delivery of policies. 
As a result, from the six states studied in this analysis, the German society 
features the strongest presence of a federalist state script among the 
pragmatist community. Second, the pragmatist community in France and 
Italy feature multiple similarities. Members of this subgroup link policy 
outputs in peace, cooperation and democracy. Separately from these 
policy outputs, they also link (in their thinking) free-market issues (e.g. 
free movement, lower taxes, digital services) and federalisation. 
Pragmatists in France and Italy differ from their fellow pragmatists in 
Germany in that for the former, polity formation in the EU is linked with 
policy outputs in the domain of the market but not necessarily with 
federal state building at the EU level. Third, pragmatists in Hungary and 
Slovakia are highly similar as in their thinking they link federal polity 
building at the EU level and democratic principles. In both these countries, 
EU membership has played an important role in democratisation. Core 
state functions (peace and cooperation) are also linked in the thinking of 
pragmatists in Slovakia and Hungary, but they do not necessarily connect 
these dimensions to federalisation in the EU. What makes the pragmatists 
in Slovakia and Hungary stand out is that market issues are of marginal 
importance for them.8 Fourth, while pragmatists in Poland share some 
characteristics with pragmatists in Hungary and Slovakia, they are 
different as their thinking links policy outputs in areas of cooperation and 
peace to the dimension of democracy (pragmatists in France and Italy are 
similar to the Polish pragmatists in this respect). What is more, Polish 
pragmatists separate federalisation. This suggests that for Polish 
pragmatists the EU does not necessarily need to be a federation as a polity 
and still deliver policies and have various kinds of democratic processes. 

As discussed, belonging to a particular thought community captures only 
the basic script the members of such a community would use to 

 
8 Correlation of market issues with other survey items among pragmatists is 0.26 in 
Hungary and 0.22 in Slovakia. 
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conceptualise a political phenomenon – i.e. the EU. The fact of belonging 
to a thought community per se does not suggest what attitude towards 
the EU a respondent holds. Hence, if we, for instance, know that a 
respondent is a member of the statist community, we are still not sure 
whether this respondent is a nationalist sovereignist statist or an EU 
federalist statist. As an indicator of where a respondent finds herself on 
the spectrum within each of the thought communities, the current analysis 
asked respondents to rate their trust in three EU institutions – the 
European Commission, European Parliament and Council of the EU (see 
Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Trust in EU institutions, by thought communities 
Source: Authors’ own elaboration. 
Further indication of the part of the spectrum within the respective 
thought communities in which the respondents find themselves was 
provided by having them answer questions about their preferences for 
future EU development (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Preference for different scenarios of EU integration for one’s country, by 
thought community 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration. 

Conclusions: thought communities and overlaps of 
constitutional models 
Based on the above analysis, several findings can be reported. To start 
with, while the state is often thought of as the dominant conceptual 
framework within which people think about political phenomena – 
including the EU – the current research shows that, in fact, only a minority 
(20–24%) of citizens in the six EU member states surveyed actually use the 
state framework in their thinking about the Union. The statist thought 
community is present in all member states surveyed, but it is in the 
minority. Moreover, federalist statists (those who think about the EU in 
statist terms and prefer the EU to become a federal state) only represent 
about 7–10% of respondents. Coming back to Fossum’s constitutional 
models, this indicates that a traditional federal state-like polity is not 
really a polity model with significant support among the population in the 
six studied member states. Interestingly, however, Germany is in fact an 
exception, as even the pragmatist thought community links federalisation 
with aspects of core state powers including peace, cooperation and 
democracy. This indicates that the understanding of the Union of most 
Germans is much more informed by the script of the state and thus 
different from that of the French, Italians or Slovaks. This raises several 
questions regarding further European integration and public support for 
various constitutional models.  
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First, given the different scripts thought communities embrace in different 
countries, European integration is about to remain a process not just of 
reconciling governance structures and legal rules but also of reconciling 
different ways of thinking about the Union. Second, if citizens in one of 
the core member states and one of the major net contributors to the EU 
budget, Germany, use significantly different conceptual scripts for 
conceptualising the Union and political processes associated with it than 
other member states, we should expect some major tensions between the 
expectations from European integration of the German population and 
those of other national populations. The findings of Heermann and 
Leuffen (2023), showing that the German population would support 
significant sanctions against those member states that deviate from core 
EU values, such as rule of law and human rights, are therefore not 
surprising. The problem that the current findings indicate, though, is that 
such expectations and views from Germany (represented by German 
politicians responsive to the views of their electorate) will not be easily 
understood in countries like Poland, Hungary, France or Italy, where 
populations simply think otherwise about the Union. For the majority of 
populations in Italy, France, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, it is by no 
means natural to connect policy outputs of the Union with expectations of 
federal state-like polity building. Hence, they do not automatically think 
about aspects such as enforceability of laws – a key requirement for state-
like polity formation – as a key feature of the European Union qua polity.  

Second, the relatively sizeable pragmatist communities in all member 
states provide a basis for the development of a different model of 
federalisation in the EU from the traditional statist type. As Fossum (2001, 
2007) and Fabbrini (2019) suggest, this type of federalisation is not 
necessarily about development of structures of federal state-like 
governance, but it is about development of policy-making capacity at the 
EU level and the national level based on the principle of subsidiarity. And 
this is what resonates with a large proportion of citizens – pragmatists. 
When it comes to political order and formation of the EU qua federal 
polity, this does open up for what Fabbrini has called a “Girondist” type 
of federalisation – a model allowing for the maintenance of differences in 
constitutions and politico-administrative systems between the member 
states. 

Third, the relatively sizeable pragmatist communities in all six countries 
studied here also indicate that populations are flexible enough – i.e. 
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cognitively disentangled or decoupled from the once dominant state-
centric model of political governance – so that they can cognitively 
embrace various types of innovative polity arrangements. This potentially 
includes the third model suggested by Fossum – that of the cosmopolitan 
Union. Either way, the pragmatists in the member states are citizens ready 
to accept various ways of policy delivery beyond- and/or without the 
state framework at the EU level. 

Fourth, in an EU characterised by cross-national differences between 
thought communities, strategic communication by EU institutions 
directed at “unified” national audiences works only to a limited extent. 
There is a need to tailor messages catering to the respective constellations 
of thought communities. Hence, in relation to the German population, it 
is likely that messages building on an underlying federal state script 
would be much more effective than in, for instance, Italy, where such 
messages could have the opposite effect or remain without major effects. 
In a similar vein, messages targeting the pragmatists in Hungary or France 
would resonate more easily with the populations. Hence, the EU 
institutions should go ahead and develop thought communities oriented 
towards public outreach strategies for communication campaigns 
directed at the EU population. 
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Introduction 
Crisis is not an alien word to the European Union. In a historical 
perspective, it seems that European integration has always developed not 
despite of, but through particular critical conjectures that directed its 
future trajectories. What they have usually put into question has been the 
viability of the politico-legal forms in which European integration has 
managed to solidify in confrontation with the new historical constellations 
of powers. In this sense, one could say – with a somewhat Benjaminian 
intuition – that the EU is historically reactive, reabsorbing external 
impulses or responding to them. What each of these crises puts at stake is 
the boundaries and legitimacy of a particular politico-legal framework 
that has already managed to respond to the previous one. 

The crisis currently afflicting the EU is no different from this 
metastructure. The current shape of the Union – especially in its legal 
dimension – was determined during the era of liberal hegemony. The 
sequence of treaties that first established the EU and later transformed it 
into an entity focused on the rule of law, multi-layer constitutionalism 
based on cooperation as well as fundamental rights – from the Treaty of 
Maastricht up to the Lisbon Treaty – were adopted with liberal 
constitutionalism as a model. Naturally, many mechanisms specific to the 
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European construction, especially the basic principles of EU law, were not 
easily squarable with liberal constitutionalism; yet the remaining tensions, 
like the one from the Solange saga (Blokker 2017, 20-22), were skilfully 
relegated behind the wings. Constitutional pluralism acted as the main 
tool allowing the liberal façade of the EU to be squared with its necessarily 
variegated internal structure (Avbelj 2016; Lawrence 2019, 26-30). With its 
values defined in Art. 2 TEU and – at least on paper – safeguarded by Art. 
7 TEU, the Union presents itself in the ideology inherent to its law as a 
robust liberal construction able to defend cooperation with analogical 
constructions on the domestic level. 

Nonetheless, just as liberal constitutionalism nowadays finds itself 
challenged by broadly illiberal forces in numerous countries around the 
world, including Israel, Brazil and (formerly) the US under President 
Trump (Marin and Manova 2015, 180-210), so does the politico-legal 
construction of the EU as it enters into a field of tensions with anti-liberal 
constitutionalism. Interestingly, self-proclaimed Eurosceptic movements 
are now not necessarily opposed to European integration as such; they 
rather seek to rebuild it in a fashion more palatable to nationalism and 
sovereignism. As usual, the fight within the legal field is just one of the 
scenes on which the struggle takes place: economic, symbolic and foreign 
policy-related dimensions are at least equally important. Yet, since liberal 
constitutionalism epitomises the apex of liberal hegemony with its 
attempt to seize the political under the control of the legal, the law is in a 
certain sense a privileged and exposed scene of conflict (Tacik 2022, 216-
227). Strengthening of the political against the legal (and, consequently, 
the executive and the legislative against the judiciary) has become a target 
of illiberalism (Scholtes 2019, 353). 

European integration therefore finds itself doubly contested: directly by 
domestic sovereignism, which aims to oppose the EU; and indirectly by 
the model of legality that illiberal movements and governments 
propagate. The EU’s complicated relationship with liberal 
constitutionalism adds further complexity to this picture. This means that 
the current legal crisis within the Union cannot be addressed only through 
examination of how the legal edifice of the EU itself is challenged; the 
process of domestic reformulation of liberal constitutionalism that the EU 
is found now to defend (although in a historical perspective it is a rather 
recent adaptation) must also be taken into account. Naturally, the Union 
displays a high level of resilience against the latter, rooted in the fact that, 
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historically speaking, the marriage between European integration and 
liberal constitutionalism has not been necessary. Precisely the features that 
compromise the EU as defender of liberal constitutionalism – political 
compromises and tolerance for illiberal measures at the domestic levels 
(Pech and Scheppele 2017, 4) – can be read as mobilisations of pre-liberal 
forms of integration against the external illiberal threat. 

The still solid hegemony of liberal constitutionalism is displayed in the 
fact that illiberal forms of legality continue to be perceived – also on their 
own grounds – as negative deviations from the liberal path rather than a 
self-contained form of legality. Can illiberalism nowadays offer any viable 
alternative to liberal constitutionalism in the EU? This question needs to 
be answered at three levels that will correspond to the following 
subsections of this chapter. First, we need to critique the problem of 
illiberal constitutionalism in a theoretical way. It will then be necessary to 
see the entanglement of liberal and illiberal forms of legality at two 
corresponding levels – European and domestic. Finally, a more empirical 
study will be presented in which I will investigate concrete examples of 
how the legality of particular illiberal regimes may be framed into what is 
called illiberal constitutionalism. 

Critique of “illiberal constitutionalism” 
In order to answer the question of whether illiberal constitutionalism is at 
all viable (Blokker, Bugaric and Halmai 2019, 291-295), it is necessary to 
return to a metalevel and undertake a proper critique (in the Kantian 
sense) of the very concept. It is only in this way that we can avoid inherent 
political bias in the matter itself; instead, we will attempt to consider it 
from a meta-perspective. 

In the opening pages of his Constitutional Theory, Carl Schmitt famously 
defines constitution through a juxtaposition of two terms: 

The term “constitution” has various senses. … “Constitution” can 
describe the state itself, and, indeed, an individual, concrete state 
as political unity or as a particular, concrete type and form of state 
existence. In this instance, it means the complete condition of 
political unity and order. Yet “constitution” can also mean a closed 
system of norms and, then, in the same way, can designate a unity, 
however, not a concrete existing unity, but instead a reflective, 
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ideal one. In both cases, the concept of the constitution is absolute 
because it expresses a (real or reflective) whole. Moreover, a form 
of expression is dominant today, which calls any series of specially 
constituted statutes a constitution. In the process, constitution and 
constitutional law are treated as identical. Every individual 
constitutional law can appear as a constitution, so the concept 
becomes relative. It no longer concerns an entirety, an order and a 
unity. It involves, rather, a few, several, or many individual 
statutory provisions constituted in a particular way.  

(Schmitt 2008, 59) 

What Schmitt undertakes in this paragraph – in an implicit polemic with 
Hans Kelsen (Cercel 2018, 18-40) – is to contrast two notions of the 
constitution. In both meanings it connotes a totality, yet each time a 
different one. In the first understanding it is a factual totality: a 
preconditional foundational principle that organises the real functioning 
of the state. In this sense, every state has a constitution, even if it does not 
have a legal act of this name (parenthetically, the German term 
“Verfassung” seems to better suit this meaning than the English 
“constitution”). In the second meaning, the constitution is an ideal totality, 
a harmonious whole of norms organised around the common principle. 
Not every country has a constitution of this kind, although it is possible to 
understand it more broadly – as a set of laws rather than one particular 
act. 

If we apply these Schmittean terms to the concept of “illiberal 
constitutionalism”, we can see that the field in which it is used is marked 
by a particular conjectural entanglement of the real and ideal constitution. 
Within the boundaries marked by the hegemony of liberal 
constitutionalism, these two notions overlap: the only viable constitution 
is the ideal one, organising the state through a legal act based on 
fundamental principles that meet certain criteria. When seen in this 
perspective, illiberal constitutionalism appears as a contradictio in adiecto; 
there can be no constitutionalism beyond the horizon of its liberal 
incarnation. In Hegelian parlance, we may say that the genus becomes its 
example: constitutionalism is liberal constitutionalism. Such an overlap 
has deep roots in the way in which Central-Eastern European countries 
organised their constitutions after 1989 in the paradigm of the so-called 
“new constitutionalism”. It put strong stress on the special rank of the 
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constitution as a suprastatutory legal act defended by judicial review, 
containing applicable principles and guaranteeing human rights (Blokker 
2017, 6-8). Therefore, a deviation from this course – often portrayed 
through a problematically post-dependence “democratic backsliding” 
(Pech and Scheppele 2017, 1-4; Halmai 2019b, 262) imagery – seems a path 
into no constitutionalism rather than its new type. 

What it demonstrates is that the two concepts of the constitution organise 
this field of contestation politically. However disorganised or divergent 
from liberal standards illiberal constitutionalism may be, it remains some 
form of regime and, as such, a constitution in the first sense. Even if we take 
into account some features of illiberalism, such as its negative dynamism 
and political instrumentalism, they are principles that determine the 
reality of illiberal regimes and may be deemed constitutional ones. “Lack 
of constitutionalism” – often referred to by Gábor Halmai (Halmai 2019a, 
312; Müller 2017) – is therefore equivalent to using terms like “legal 
nihilism”: in illiberal countries legal systems exist whether they meet 
liberal standards or not. Even if internal incoherences and the excess of the 
political over the legal make illiberal constitutionalism paradoxical or 
aporetical, depriving it of the constitutional quality by replacing the real 
with the ideal is a political gesture within the field. It elevates liberal 
constitutionalism to the rank of the constitutionalism; useful as it may be 
in addressing authoritarian measures of illiberalism, it allows the political 
to reorganise the frame in which constitutionalism is analysed. Liberal 
hegemony is a profoundly destabilising force for the field of constitutional 
scholarship: in its own categories every deviation from liberal 
constitutionalism is a step into non-existence (Oklopcic 2019, 214-215). In 
this sense, it created a zero-point in constitutional jurisprudence that puts 
up a firm centre against which all peripheral positions are described in 
hierarchical and value-imbued terms.  

If we accept the premises of this critique, how can we describe illiberal 
constitutionalism as an existing category? First of all, it is in many respects 
a postmodern phenomenon. Incongruity, incoherences, tensions and 
aporias are not reasons for its collapse or feebleness. On the contrary, it 
lives off them; against the spirit of liberal constitutionalism which aims at 
coherence and rational balance of principles – despite a much more 
problematic practice (Scheppele 2019, 315) – it elevates aporeticality to the 
peak. This incongruity goes deep into the very foundations of illiberal 
constitutionalism. It displays incoherent excess not only within 
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constitutional law or between constitutional law and practice, but even to 
the ideational underpinning of constitutionalism as such. For Schmitt, the 
ultimate source of constitutionalism is the will of the people that 
constitutes and preserves the state: 

a constitution is valid because it derives from a constitution-
making capacity (power or authority) and is established by the will 
of this constitution-making power. In contrast to mere norms, the 
word “will” denotes an actually existing power as the origin of a 
command. The will is existentially present; its power or authority 
lies in its being. […] The unity and order lies in the political 
existence of the state, not in statutes, rules, and just any instrument 
containing norms.  

(Schmitt 2008, 64-65) 

Meanwhile, what postmodern constitutionalism demonstrates is that this 
will in itself is ideational and, when confronted with constitutional 
practice, fractured. The image of a solid volitional centre which binds itself 
normatively in a sovereign manner can no longer square with the crisis of 
representation and modernist imagery of power. Illiberal 
constitutionalism is fragmented even at the level of the organising “will”. 
It is an often recognised feature of populism that it performs a narrative 
overlap between a part of the nation and the nation itself, thereby 
elevating a fracture of a population to the rank of sovereign proper 
(Blokker 2018a, 5-6; Bugarič 2019, 598). When transposed onto 
constitutionalism, this may mean that the “will” in question differs from 
the Schmittean account and becomes intercepted by a particular group put 
up ideationally in order to prop up the ruling movement. Perhaps the 
postmodern component in illiberal constitutionalism is best visible in the 
fact that in many respects it treats the idea of representation with 
postmodern irony, blatantly elevating a part to the rank of totality. The 
“nation” is no longer simply created retroactively and solidified through 
the constitutional text and the state ideology; constitutionalism mobilises 
various incarnations of the nation temporarily for short-term political 
goals. The nation is glaringly virtual without any claims for universality. 
Therefore, contrary to various forms of fascist or Nazi constitutionalism, 
contemporary illiberal constitutionalism is not bound by the overarching 
idea of one national will. If the will is not treated seriously, neither is the 
very sense of the constitution: as examples of illiberal movements in 
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Hungary and Poland demonstrate, constitutional law serves tactical 
purposes. In this sense, there is no unitary will imagined to be bound by 
constitutionalism. 

Accordingly, the relationship between pouvoir constituant and pouvoir 
constitué is muddled. In traditional uses of these concepts dating back to 
Sieyès (2003, 135), the former establishes the constitution through an 
allocution of the nation itself; the latter is power exercised within 
constitutionally established limits. The barrier between the two can 
occasionally be passed, especially in a revolutionary act (Doyle 2019, 177-
178). Yet illiberal constitutionalism muddles this distinction. Constitutive 
and constituted power become structurally confused. Two actual 
constitutional regimes demonstrate two different strategies of confusion. 
Hungary, being ruled by a party with a constitutional majority, adopted a 
new “Fundamental Law” in 2011. Yet this act is hardly a stable 
constitution organising the execution of power: not only has it been 
amended 11 times since its adoption in order to conform to conjectural 
political goals, but it also contains targeted legislation such as the famous 
constitutional provision prohibiting one person, the judge András Baka, 
from sitting on the new Supreme Court.1 Fidesz, with a constitutional 
majority, has used it in order to aptly manipulate between pouvoir 
constituant and pouvoir constitué. The Polish example is even more glaring. 
As I shall demonstrate below, the lack of constitutional majority of the 
Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość – PiS) party pushed it onto the 
risky path of adopting unconstitutional subconstitutional laws whose 
lawfulness could not be tested due to the capture of the Constitutional 
Court by the ruling coalition. In this way, pouvoir constitué effectively 
arrogated to itself the position of pouvoir constituant and changed the 
regime of the country without a single constitutional amendment. 
Consequently, the distinction between the two powers often loses 
operativity in the field reigned by illiberal constitutionalism. Luigi Corrias 
claimed that illiberals operate in the name of constitutive power in order 
to overrule constitutional boundaries for constituted power.2 Yet it rather 
seems that the distinction between powers belongs to liberal 
constitutionalism and loses its sense in its illiberal version: if the 
invocation of the nation can trump constitutional norms, then the power 
is exercised from the locus of neither constitué nor constituant, but a fuzzy 
field that emerges from the indistinction between them. As a result, 
illiberal constitutionalism mimics a revolutionary act, albeit from an awry 
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position (Pap and Śledzińska-Simon 2019, 68): rather than building a 
constitution from scratch by passing from constituted to constituent 
power, it simply diverges from the division so that constitutional changes 
remain unregistered in the symbolic as revolutions. The future – the 
topical point of all revolutions worthy of this name (Přibáň 2005, 295-297) 
– is here groped for vaguely and indirectly. At the same time, illiberal 
constitutionalism profits from destabilisation of pouvoir constituant as part 
of the solid unitary block in which singularity of the nation and its will 
plays a crucial part. In this sense, it draws ultimate conclusions from the 
crisis of representation: if there are no viable options of representing the 
nation and incarnating pouvoir constituant, it is all the easier to occupy this 
place temporarily and ironically. 

Secondly, illiberal constitutionalism exhibits structural negativity. Its very 
name suggests that, rather than offering a new self-sufficient form of 
constitutionalism, it defines and builds itself through a negative reference 
to liberal constitutionalism. This process has a few aspects. Illiberalism is 
based on a strong critique of liberalism, which it denounces as elitist and 
detached from the people (Halmai 2019a, 300). More importantly, David 
Landau famously referred to illiberal constitutionalism as “abusive” 
(Landau 2013, 212-214): especially in the first stages of its establishment, it 
skilfully uses constitutional law in order to defuse checks and balances 
and consolidate power. What this meaning seems to suggest is that 
constitutionalism – if not the legal in general – is treated by illiberalism as 
a means rather than an autotelic goal. As Landau points out, this path is 
rather typical: 

[p]opulist projects of constitutional change tend to consolidate the 
power of incumbents, erode the separation of powers, and weaken 
protections for minority or opposition groups. New constitutions 
written by populist leaders (or packages of constitutional 
amendments) have often centralized power in the executive branch 
and lengthened the amount of time that incumbents could serve in 
power. They have also tended to rework the rules for appointment 
and jurisdiction of bodies like constitutional courts (thus making 
these institutions easier to control) and to strengthen the control of 
the state over the media and other key aspects of civil society, such 
as unions and religious organisations.  

(Landau 2018, 532) 
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However, “abusive constitutionalism”, or “counter-constitutionalism”, as 
Paul Blokker named it (Blokker 2018b, 113-128), are not purely 
instrumental methods of gaining sway over the legal through the political. 
In commenting on illiberal constitutionalism, we may at first sight be 
tempted to claim that it “instrumentalises” the law for political purposes. 
Yet this picture is too simplistic. Legal systems of European illiberal states 
are part and parcel of the European legal area, in which crucial norms of 
international, regional and European level apply – most notably the ECHR 
and EU law. As a consequence, their legal systems can never become 
instruments, as the norms created for this purpose clash with norms of 
external origin. Moreover, remnants of liberal legality – especially in 
Poland, in which they still find a foothold in the unrepealed 1997 
constitution – defended by the judiciary produce the effect of structural 
inertia that blocks simple instrumentality. It is for this reason that really 
existing illiberalisms remain “hybrid”, as Gábor Halmai put it (Halmai 
2014, 512). Hybridity fits negativity: instead of aiming at stable coherent 
constitutionalisms, they rather fight against the hegemonic form that was 
imposed on them through historical legacy and participation in 
international and European legal instruments. 

Consequently, it seems that illiberal constitutionalism is suspended 
between two poles: antinomianism and instrumentalism of the law. Its 
struggles to reconfigure the relations between the political and the legal 
make it encounter similar impasses as those upon which both progressive 
and reactionary revolutions stumbled. On the one hand, it is clear that 
illiberal movements perceive the law as a web of unwanted constraints. 
PiS leader Jarosław Kaczyński has long promoted a doctrine of so-called 
“impossibilism” – by which he means precisely that the (liberal) law 
impracticably limits political power and prevents it from proper 
governing (Zajadło 2017, 17-30). On the other hand, the law is to be 
changed into a facilitator of political change. For illiberalism, therefore, the 
law is both an enemy to conquer in itself and a system that should be 
changed into a “conveyer belt” of political decisions. The general malaise 
of illiberalism vis-à-vis the law stems from a fight with the legal form 
inherited from liberal constitutionalism: a hierarchical but pluralist 
system of multi-level norms that exhibit some proper inertia due to their 
entanglement. Against it, illiberalism mobilises antinomian impulses and 
instrumentalist techniques, yet these do not directly yield the desired 
effects and produce a hybrid system of the law. 
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The next feature of illiberal constitutionalism – which also reveals its 
postmodern specificity – is an excess of rhetoric over the properly legal 
substratum of constitutional law. Naturally, in every constitutionalism, 
rich rhetorical fabric surrounds the core of binding norms, being present 
within constitutional law proper – through declarations, preambles and 
solemn narratives – as well as in the doctrine and political discourses that 
sustain the exercise of constitutional law. There is no constitutionalism 
without the cloud of discourses that envelop its content and applicability. 
Yet comparison of liberal and illiberal constitutionalisms demonstrates 
that the latter relies more strongly on the rhetorical layer. One of the most 
influential accounts of populism treats it as a rhetorical strategy (Barr 
2018, 44-56). In this perspective, the goal of illiberalism would be the 
production of narratives that underpin the identification of populists with 
representation of the “proper” part of the nation and thus legitimise their 
claim to power (Mudde 2017, 6). Accordingly, a dense web of narratives 
is produced before illiberals come to power; after they gain it, the 
transformation of the state and of the law is supplemented with the thus 
created rhetorical reservoir. The excess of rhetoric within the law is both 
an attempt to continue the discursive struggle within a different branch of 
the symbolic and a sign of failure in confrontation with the inert matter of 
the law. Accordingly, illiberal constitutionalism will often use the law in 
its ideological function, thereby straddling constitutional and extra-
constitutional narratives. The constitution in illiberal constitutionalism 
seems to lose its centring power: it rather turns into one of the rhetorical 
pieces of a larger strategy. 

Finally, illiberal constitutionalism is – like the movements of which it is a 
product – inherently dynamic. In this aspect it differs significantly from 
its liberal counterpart. Whereas the latter aims to solidify the regime 
through constitutional law, the former does not yet have its “final” form. 
It seems to act tentatively, with vague declarations and goals rather than 
with ready-made formulas for the regime it strives to build. Its dynamism 
is reflected in permanent reaction to political stimuli: the stream of 
amendments of the Hungarian Fundamental Law demonstrates that this 
constitutionalism is not meant to govern the future through legal form, 
but rather bends the legal form to respond to the challenges of the present. 
Therefore, its constitutional incarnations cannot be treated as lasting, let 
alone definitive; they are largely responses to political conjectures 
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suspended in the vague rhetoric that outlines the general future goals to 
be pursued. 

What this critique of illiberal constitutionalism demonstrates is that it is 
not legal nihilism proper. It neither gets rid of the law nor replaces it 
entirely with the political. It rather disturbs the fundamental relations 
between the political and the legal that underpin liberal constitutionalism. 
By its negativity, dynamism and rhetorical excess it contrasts sharply with 
liberal constitutionalism as far as its legal form is concerned. This, 
however, does not need to mean that the practice of political decision 
making must differ in the two constitutionalisms. 

Illiberal constitutionalism and European integration 
Illiberal constitutionalism – through developing within the European 
legal area – inevitably becomes a structural problem of EU law. Naturally, 
the main target of illiberalism is the domestic legal system; yet it affects 
EU law in at least two dimensions. First, many illiberal movements – as 
we shall see – have their own visions of European integration usually 
centred around the age-old slogan of l’Europe des patries; in this dimension 
they attempt to influence European politics in an anti-integrationist way. 
Second, transformations of domestic constitutionalism in the illiberal 
direction undermine key principles of European law and compromise its 
effectiveness. 

As the first dimension will be analysed in subchapter 4, let us focus here 
on the second. What we should notice at the outset is that illiberal 
constitutionalisms profit from structurally problematic features of EU law 
that have long posed a risk for rendering this law impotent vis-à-vis 
domestic legal orders. Perhaps the most crucial of them is the still unclear 
status of the primacy principle which, although it made its way to the 
primary law of the EU through an additional protocol in the Treaty of 
Lisbon, remains in tension with domestic views on the primacy of 
constitutions (Lawrence 2019, 30). New constitutionalism in CEE – 
following the example of older constitutional laws of Germany and Italy 
– assumed the theoretical primacy of domestic law over EU law (Blokker 
2017, 6-7). As in the case of the Solange saga, it carried the risk of opposing 
domestic law against European law – temporarily suspended by 
cooperation between the EU and its member countries as well as between 
the CJEU and domestic constitutional courts. Yet unlike the generally 
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benevolent relations between the German Constitutional Court and the 
CJEU, illiberal constitutionalisms are able to mobilise the domestically 
rooted primacy of constitutions against EU law. The most conspicuous 
example is the 2021 ruling of the Polish Constitutional Court – captured 
and controlled by the ruling majority – in which Art. 1 (2) TEU (“This 
Treaty marks a new stage in the process of creating an ever closer union 
among the peoples of Europe, in which decisions are taken as openly as 
possible and as closely as possible to the citizen”) was found incompatible 
with the Polish Constitution.3 This gesture needs to be understood as an 
instrumental manoeuvre in the conflict between Poland and the EU 
inaugurated by the refusal of the former to implement the CJEU’s rulings. 
Nonetheless, such contextualisation does not detract from the danger of 
using this method. The Hungarian Constitutional Court also mobilised 
analogical discourses against the CJEU in its notorious refugee relocation 
ruling.4 Quite clearly, illiberal constitutionalisms are able to use the legal 
form of the EU in an abusive way, erecting legal obstacles to recognition 
of European law. 

Secondly, illiberal constitutionalisms can effectively abuse the discourse 
of pluralist constitutionalism and constitutional identity that long 
constituted the preferred framework of EU constitutionalism (Kelemen 
and Pech 2019, 59-74; Lawrence 2019, 26-28). These structures offer for 
European constitutionalism the tempting possibility of accommodating 
illiberal changes by framing them as local deviations of a general pattern. 
Constitutional identity can be invoked by illiberals in defence of their own 
constitutional models, as it is currently by the Polish government in order 
to legitimise its undermining of the judiciary (Kelemen and Pech 2019, 67-
73). At the same time, as András László Pap and Anna Śledzińska-Simon 
note, “in the slow, organic and cautious development of the European 
project, the EU treaty law explicitly recognises member states’ 
constitutional identity as sacrosanct as it is very wary of using any 
language that would create the impression of real federalism” (Pap and 
Śledzińska-Simon 2019, 73). This deference squares well with political 
restraint in addressing what is a truly constitutive crisis of European 
constitutionalism (von Bogdandy, Bogdanowicz, Canor, Taborowski and 
Schmidt 2018, 963-965). 

Thirdly, three key principles of EU law – primacy, subsidiarity and mutual 
trust – contain a potential bomb that may be triggered in confrontation 
with illiberal constitutionalism. The principle of subsidiarity in its current 
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version is not only ineffective in its confrontation with illiberal legality, 
but has a negative synergy with it that undermines the principle of mutual 
trust. By delegating the vast task of application of EU law to member 
states, it opens up a spiral that leads the effect of illiberal constitutionalism 
to spill over the entire European legal area. This is particularly visible in 
the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice. Judicial and prosecutorial 
cooperation in Europe demands that European courts have confidence in 
each other’s judicial safeguards. If one of the countries begins to raise 
doubts as to the independence of the judiciary, courts in other states may 
be reluctant to participate in cooperation mechanisms, thus undermining 
the principle of mutual trust. 

This problem manifested itself most clearly in the case of the European 
arrest warrant (EAW), an instrument of cooperation that superseded 
extradition in intra-EU relations. Generally speaking, the 2002/584/JHA 
Council Framework Decision5 which establishes the EAW is based on the 
principle of general recognition of instruments issued by courts in other 
member states (Art. 1 (2)). However, as stipulated in Art. 1 (3) of the 
Decision, it “shall not have the effect of modifying the obligation to respect 
fundamental rights and fundamental legal principles as enshrined in” Art. 
6 TEU. In other words, domestic courts retain the exceptional entitlement 
to enquire whether the execution of the EAW will not infringe on 
fundamental rights. Much as this clause is necessary—especially in the 
light of possible scrutiny from the ECtHR—the CJEU has historically 
tended to limit its scope of application, thus defending the principle of 
mutual trust.6 

It did not take much time until this provision was tested in relation to CEE 
populisms. As early as 2018, the CJEU needed to confront the request for 
a preliminary ruling issued by the Irish High Court, which enquired 
whether doubts concerning the guarantees of the right to a fair trial in 
Poland allow for the refusal of the execution of EAWs issued against a 
Polish citizen living in Ireland. In case C-216/18 PPU, the CJEU 
recapitulated its jurisprudence on the relationship between the principle 
of mutual trust and the principle of subsidiarity. As it found, European 
courts do not have a general mandate to refuse the execution of EAWs in 
relation to Poland.7 Nonetheless, exceptional circumstances allow for 
undertaking scrutiny of other states’ judiciaries.8 The genuine risk of 
violating an individual’s right to a fair trial may be sufficient to refuse the 
execution of an EAW.9 In order to acknowledge its existence, every 
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European court needs to undertake a two-pronged test. First, it should 
“examine to what extent the systemic or generalised deficiencies” in 
disputed judiciaries “are liable to have an impact at the level of that State’s 
courts with jurisdiction over the proceedings to which the requested 
person will be subject”.10 If these deficiencies are found, the courts should 
also verify if the individual concerned “will run a real risk of breach of his 
fundamental right to an independent tribunal”.11 

Consequently, in lieu of a general decision of EU organs (the European 
Council acting upon Art. 7 (2) TEU12), the onus for safeguarding a uniform 
standard of fundamental rights was placed on domestic courts. They were 
given “tools” – the CJEU’s preliminary ruling – in order to carry out the 
highly responsible task of verifying fundamental rights standards in other 
member states, illiberal ones in particular. Nonetheless, the scope of 
assessment that these courts need to undertake is vast. It could seem more 
sensible that the CJEU – with its position and means – be accountable for 
assessing the independence of domestic judiciaries. Yet the CJEU 
preferred to use the subsidiary structure of the European judicial system, 
risking particular courts making incoherent decisions. 

To sum up, illiberal constitutionalism took European constitutionalism by 
surprise, using its internal tensions and abusing its principles. The leeway 
offered by constitutional pluralism, subsidiarity and the unresolved 
struggle for primacy within the European legal area has become a 
breeding ground for illiberal constitutional forms. Consequently, EU law 
became exceptionally dependent on domestic constitutions. This time its 
struggle for supremacy over domestic legal systems began to overlap with 
the political conflict between the liberal and the illiberal. Just as in the 
famous Heidelberg proposal of “reverse-Solange” EU law was to 
guarantee fundamental rights in instances where domestic law fails to do 
so (von Bogdandy, Kottmann, Antpöhler, Dickschen, Hentrei and Smrkolj 
2012, 489-519), illiberal constitutionalism augurs a mockery of reversing 
Solange: it aims to annul rights stemming from EU law at the domestic 
level. The Polish “muzzle law”,13 which seeks to prohibit Polish judges 
from requesting preliminary questions from the CJEU if they concern 
unlawful judicial appointments, epitomises this reversal. European 
constitutionalism is profoundly affected, if not disturbed by the 
emergence of illiberal constitutionalism at its heart. 
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Analysis of illiberal constitutionalism: constitutional and 
extra-constitutional narratives 
Let us now delve deeper into more concrete examples of illiberal 
constitutionalisms. Within the EU we have two examples of two openly 
illiberal regimes actually having been built (Hungary and Poland), as well 
as numerous examples of illiberal movements that either have not yet 
come to power (the French National Rally (Rassemblement National – RN) 
and the Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland – AfD) or 
have not yet managed to construct illiberal states (Brothers of Italy (Fratelli 
d’Italia) and Lega from Italy). Hence the crucial line of division: CEE has 
experienced actual illiberal constitutionalisms (in terms of both binding 
constitutional law and extra-constitutional narratives), whereas the “old” 
EU members know them only through their rhetorical layer. This draws a 
fundamental line of division between them. 

Hungary: planned illiberalism 
Hungarian illiberalism is the pioneer within the EU, being both the oldest 
and the only one that was built with constitutional majority. As a result, 
the country’s Fidesz party was able to begin its rule with the adoption of 
the new Fundamental Law,14 incidentally the first one after 1989. Fidesz 
therefore managed to identify the post-socialist transition with its illiberal 
incarnation. It was able to use the language of constitutionalism as a 
means of self-expression and self-definition, simultaneously imposing its 
own hegemony on the state and its population (Nagy 2017, 447-455; 
Kelemen 2017, 211-328; Bugarič 2015, 175-197; Halmai 2014, 497-514; 
Scheppele 2014, 111-124; Sólyom 2014, 5-31). 

The 2011 constitution intermingles elements of liberal democratic 
tradition with a strong state- and nation-centred foundation (see Toth 
2012). Consequently, although it declares respect for the rule of law (Art. 
B (1)), human rights protection (Art. I-XXIX), democratic election (Art. 2) 
and the division of powers (Art. C), it contains some manifestly anti-
liberal provisions. Notably, it begins with the so-called “National 
Avowal”, a preamble rife with nationalist imagery that accentuates the 
unity of nationhood, its Christian roots, labour-based “strength of the 
community” and the need for “spiritual and intellectual renewal”. Liberal 
declarations about Hungary as a democratic rule-of-law republic (Art. B 
(1)) are mixed with enigmatic phrases concerning nationalist creed, like 
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the provision which changed the official name of the country from the 
Republic of Hungary to Hungary (“The name of OUR COUNTRY shall be 
Hungary”, Art. A). Inclusiveness of the Hungarian nation in respect to 
minorities (declared in the National Avowal, although with a 
nationalistically conceived cut-and-dried differentiation between the 
Hungarian nation and national minorities) goes hand in hand with Article 
D, which stipulates the duties of the state in respect to people of 
Hungarian nationality living abroad – in a manner that is reminiscent of 
abusing national minorities in the era of the League of Nations (Fisch 2015, 
159-179). From the point of view of liberal constitutional theory, the 2011 
Hungarian constitution invents a surprising mix of a classic liberal 
democracy and anti-liberal, nationalistic state. Nonetheless, the regime 
that it establishes is not authoritarian per se; it rather accentuates the non-
democratic and nationalistic possibilities inherent in the model of liberal 
nation-states. 

The inclusion of the National Avowal gives the Fundamental Law 
abundant symbolic content. The unbending determination with which the 
constitution attempts to establish the nation’s identity reveals, in fact, the 
total emptiness of the “constitutional subject”: the more its unambiguous 
characteristics are carved in stone, the more imaginary it becomes. The 
constitution presents a selective construct of the history of the Hungarian 
state. It is portrayed as founded by King Stephen and then existing thanks 
to its Christian base. There are no significant events in this continuity with 
the notable exception of the period of Nazi occupation and of socialism, 
which was artificially cut off from Hungarian history.15 Even though the 
state existed and had its own government in these periods, the 2011 
constitution undermines its continuity. Thirdly, the National Avowal 
describes the constitutional moment (Ackerman 1991, 1-162) of 2011 as a 
response to “a state of moral decay, we have an abiding need for spiritual 
and intellectual renewal”. 

Clearly, Hungarian constitutionalism struggles with finding the proper 
language, as it is still dependent on the liberal legal form and diverging 
from it mainly negatively. The rhetorical excess seems to cover up the 
fundamental – and programmatic – instability and negativity of the 
project. Still, the Fundamental Law can be read as a blueprint for 
development of illiberal constitutionalism. 

Poland: illiberalism à la marche 
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Polish populism is located at the opposite pole. There was never a proper 
constitutional moment of illiberalism; the 1997 liberal constitution is still 
in force. What happened was an intra-constitutional coup through which 
applicability of the constitution was suspended and replaced with laws 
that are incompliant with it. 

Interestingly, PiS had an original draft of the constitution it wanted to 
adopt in 2010. It was quickly removed from the party’s official 
programme, yet this is telling in the light of subsequent developments. 
The draft from 201016 differed from the 1997 liberal constitution in many 
respects. Even in the preamble, it accentuated a non-liberal approach to 
the relations between the state and the nation. It began with an invocatio 
dei; the godhead was referred to as an omnipotent entity, to whom the 
constitution was addressed and who was responsible – as “Providence” – 
“for the gift of independence”. Independence was not an attribute of the 
state, but of the “Polish Nation” (spelled with capital letters, contrary to 
the rules of Polish orthography) which, under the pronoun “we”, 
expressed itself in the draft. In clear contrast to the 1997 constitution, the 
draft did not specify that the nation was to be understood as all the citizens 
of Poland. It was understood rather as an ethnos – guided by Christianity 
for over a thousand years, liberated from the yoke of “foreign violence and 
communism”, spiritually linked to past and future generations and, 
finally, demanding a republic which would be “strong by its truth, 
honesty and justice”. 

The 2010 draft expressed the ideological project through a complex web 
of re-hierarchisations and omissions. Whereas the 1997 constitution – 
drawing from a tradition of post-socialist transition – established the 
Polish Republic as a democratic state ruled by law (Art. 2), the draft also 
declared in Art. 2 that sovereignty, independence and territorial integrity 
are key values of the state. Moreover, sovereignty was referred to as “the 
condition of preserving the heritage of all the generations of Poles and 
development of a person in the national community” (Art. 2 par. 1), 
thereby sealing the unholy equivalence between the sovereign state, “the 
national community” and “development of a person”. Some crucial 
omissions concerned the status of women (whose equality with men, 
declared in Art. 33 of the 1997 constitution, was dropped in favour of 
declaring the state’s protection of marriage, understood as a relationship 
of a man and a woman in Art. 4 par. 3 p. 3 of the draft) and freedom of the 
press, which was no longer mentioned in the draft. 
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The whole text was permeated with subdued allusions corresponding to 
the image the party intentionally adopted. It presented itself as targeting 
criminals and defending victim-focused laws which are tough, but just. 
Accordingly, Art. 17 par. 2 of the draft copied almost verbatim the 
provision of the 1997 constitution on the conditions of limiting human 
rights and freedoms (limitations must be declared by law, must be 
necessary and legitimate, and cannot infringe on the essence of a given 
right), with one telling modification. The last condition – non-
infringement on the essence of a right – was supplemented with the 
following condition: “unless a given limitation consists in administering 
by the court a just penalty or a measure which is necessary to prevent 
commission of crimes”. Consequently, “a just penalty” could entirely 
infringe on the essence of a given right – which concerned, among others, 
the possibility of the right to life being annulled by the death penalty. 
What is worth noticing, however, is the fact that this provision used the 
condition of “justness” of a penalty which legitimised an infringement on 
the essence of rights. Apart from its vagueness, arbitrariness and material 
character, it also contains a characteristic insinuation addressed at courts; 
the law itself assumes that punishments might be “just” or “unjust”. This 
innuendo went hand in hand with a few other provisions which 
questioned pro futuro – in a mockingly reversed presumption of innocence 
– the qualities of individuals occupying public posts. Accordingly, the 
president of the republic was to be granted the power to dismiss judges 
“whose previous behaviour displays inability or lack of will to hold the 
office in an honest way” (Art. 145 par. 2). The president could also refuse 
to swear in a minister “if there is a legitimate ground to believe that this 
person will not obey the law” (Art. 122 par. 1), which was nothing but an 
institutionalised judgment pro futuro by the president. 

Finally, the 2010 draft intended to change the regime of the state to an 
unambiguously presidential system. Instead of the balance of powers 
inscribed in the 1997 constitution, the draft gave the president of the 
republic broad competences to dissolve the parliament, almost entirely at 
the president’s will (Art. 94), significantly influence nominations in the 
executive and the judiciary, and use elements of direct democracy 
(referendums) against decisions of the legislative. 

This brief overview of the 2010 draft demonstrates that what later 
developed into one of the strongest populist movements of Europe made 
a one-off attempt to define itself, combining elements of conservative, 
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traditionalist and republican worldviews. Nonetheless, within its 
constitutional language one can clearly discern an anti-liberal excess. The 
draft does not simply establish a specific form of a hybrid, liberal and non-
liberal state, but it implicitly targets the symbols of liberal democracy: rule 
of law, national inclusiveness, gender equality, as well as the position of 
the legislative and the judiciary. These negative points of reference 
haunted the text, displaying the movement’s reliance on a dynamic, anti-
liberal agenda which cannot allow the draft to be stabilised on solid, 
positively determined provisions. 

In practice of wielding power, however, PiS decided to undertake “a 
revolution without a revolution”: it has never repealed the 1997 
constitution, but instead it effectively suspended it. The Constitutional 
Court was first paralysed and then captured, turning into a loyal 
instrument of the ruling majority (Sadurski 2019, 62-65; Jankovic 2016, 49-
68; Radkiewicz and Tuleja 2017; Koncewicz 2018, 116). The judiciary was 
under attack at various levels and with a great number of legal 
instruments, amongst them – disciplinary proceedings. This has 
effectively led to the creation of a bifurcated legal system, in which the still 
valid constitution – backed up by international and European law – co-
exists with unconstitutional norms of lower rank. 

The Polish illiberal constitutionalism is therefore a shadow of its 
Hungarian counterpart. It has never defined itself or found a foothold in 
its own constitutional text. Instead, an unwieldy system was built in 
which the clash between prioritisation of the political against the legal and 
the inertia of the legal system still anchored in liberal acts led to a 
generalised paralysis of the law. 

Italy: illiberalism in development 
Italian populism has a long history; in many respects, it was the 
governments led by Silvio Berlusconi in the 1990s that pioneered the 
future development of populist strategies. Yet the country’s path towards 
illiberalism is very uneven. It rather seems that there is a longue durée of 
populist forms that are at different moments used by different political 
movements, but with no lasting effect on themselves (Corso 2019, 463-
464). Both the Lega party and the Five Star Movement (Movimento 5 Stelle 
– M5S) have been historically denounced as populist (Bassini 2019, 323-
332; Corso 2019, 467-470), yet their influence on Italian politics has proved 
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limited. In particular, the constitutional reform advocated by M5S – 
focused on strengthening direct democracy mainly through popular 
legislative initiative and abrogative referenda – did not push Italy towards 
the path of illiberal constitutionalism (Corso 2019, 467-480). Undoubtedly, 
this movement brought into Italian politics a uniquely populist blend of 
antinomianism and belief that politics can be healed through legal means 
(Corso 2019, 485-486). 

The 2022 parliamentary election was won by a coalition led by Brothers of 
Italy, a party more or less openly playing on the fascist legacy. The party’s 
electoral programme does not necessarily augur fully fledged illiberal 
constitutionalism. Amongst the rhetoric of the populist right-wing in 
Europe it even appears as moderate. Notably, however, it calls for the 
establishment of a presidential regime with direct election of the President 
of the Republic. In arguing for this option, the electoral programme points 
to the notorious instability of Italian governments and accentuates the 
special relationship between the president and the people17 – which can 
be read as tapping populist imagery. Moreover, the programme 
concerning the judiciary stresses a prohibition on judges entering politics, 
which – albeit being to a certain degree an Italian speciality – may be seen 
as falling in the line of banning judges from engaging in political life. Both 
the Hungarian and Polish illiberalisms vocally denounced political 
engagement, by which they understood judicial defence of liberal 
democracy. It therefore seems that Italian illiberalism is at a nascent stage. 
The current political conjecture might develop in multiple directions; an 
influence of CEE authoritarianism, although not excluded, seems rather 
improbable. 

France: constitutional illiberalism and immigration 

The main right-wing populist party of France, currently known as 
National Rally, has a long history of contesting the liberal order (Cincu 
2017, 21-50; Thillaye and Chwalisz 2015, 103-120). Yet in the process of 
transformation that has lasted since the leadership of the party switched 
from Jean-Marie Le Pen to his daughter Marine, RN has been trying to 
adopt a more centrist appearance. Accordingly, the current programme of 
the party is not rife with proclamations of how to transform 
constitutionalism in an illiberal direction. The most popular summary of 
the party before the 2022 presidential and parliamentary election, entitled 
22 mesures pour 2022, does not mention the constitution even once.18 
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Nonetheless, the devil is in the details. The party’s programme is 
separated into 22 livrets thématiques.19 The key one amongst them concerns 
immigration, which, owing to France’s specificity, has historically been 
RN’s most crucial field of contestation. It is precisely in this livret that 
illiberal constitutionalism develops from defiance towards the current 
immigration model. The party notices that immigration law is governed 
chiefly by the ECHR and EU law; consequently, France’s sovereign 
powers in this area are limited.20 RN therefore proposes a referendum on 
two subjects at the same time: immigration laws (concerning rules of 
entry, social rights and naturalisation) and reform of the Constitution 
which would restore to the Republic entitlements currently exercised 
through European law and the Convention. The programme does not call 
for denunciation of the ECHR; nonetheless, much in line of developments 
of Russian constitutional law in the previous decade, the RF demands that 
the French Constitution be amended in a way that guarantees supremacy 
of domestic law over international law.21 The programme quotes here the 
2019 ruling of the BVfG and the 2021 ruling of the Polish Constitutional 
Court, which assert primacy of domestic law against EU law. In doing so, 
the party accentuates that the referendum is a direct expression of the will 
of the sovereign people.  

In doing so, RN suggests cutting French law from international and 
European law in the name of the rule of law and constitutional primacy. 
What is visible here is one of the hallmarks of illiberal constitutionalism: 
its recycling of liberal constitutionalism through abusive measures and 
rhetoric. Asserting the rule of law against international treaties – whose 
position in domestic law is to be regulated by lois organiques22 – 
undermines the post-1989 consensus of anchoring domestic law in 
international norms, especially in the domain of human rights. 
Predictably, the programme attacks judicial activism – or, in a broader 
perspective, judicialisation of politics, naming it a “dérive 
jurisprudentielle”.23 Against the role played by norms of external origin, RN 
praises a “bouclier constitutionnel”,24 a constitutional shield which will 
allow the domestic judiciary to invoke French law against international 
and European law. What is thereby suggested – with a clear reference to 
the Polish Constitutional Court – is “re-sovereignisation” of the French 
legal order in blatant disregard to international law and, possibly, 
replacement of the judiciary with nominees loyal to sovereignism. RN is 
no longer seeking “Frexit”,25 so quite clearly the Frankensteinian model of 
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Polish law has become a specimen for this transformation. At the same 
time, anti-migrant sentiments, couched in quite explicitly racist terms, are 
used to mask a different intended outcome – transformation to illiberal 
constitutionalism. Clearly it is not deemed advisable to advocate it openly, 
but rather to cover it in a typically populist agenda. 

Germany: illiberal constitutionalism in a libertarian cloak 
In turn, the most influential German populist movement, AfD, presents 
an open proposal of rebuilding liberal constitutionalism in its current 
form. In its main programme adopted in 2016,26 constitutional reforms are 
put at the forefront. Based on the claim that the real division of powers no 
longer corresponds to its principles,27 the party seeks to “restore” 
sovereign control over the parliament and legislation (especially at the 
levels of constitutional law and international law) through referenda 
modelled on Switzerland.28 Direct democracy is also invoked in order to 
substantiate the general election of the German president.29 Finally, the 
programme advocates the somewhat enigmatic “re-establishment” of the 
correct division of powers, criticising transfers from politics to judicial 
posts.30 Even stronger anti-elitist rhetoric is reserved for the EU, which is 
named an entity created by political elites that detracted from sovereign 
national powers.31 As a remedy, the party proposes the old formula of a 
“Europe of homelands”, corresponding to member states regaining their 
former competences.32 All these calls are couched in libertarian terms that 
accentuate the need to limit the government in order to defend civic 
freedoms. 

Nonetheless, rather than building illiberal constitutionalism proper, AfD 
opts for strengthening of popular democracy using phrases from the 
populist playbook, but does not need to depart far from liberalism. 
Interestingly, in the domain of the judiciary, the party refers to the 
repertoire of liberal measures insofar as it proposes to restrict political 
influence on judges by making judicial self-government responsible for 
judicial nominations.33 Instead of building domestic illiberal 
constitutionalism against the EU – as Poland did and the French RN 
would like to –AfD prefers to undertake a deep reform of the Union. 
Removing competencies from the EU, abolishing the European 
Parliament, degrading the CJEU to the rank of an arbitration tribunal and 
– perhaps most importantly – putting an end to the primacy of EU law34 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 61  

demonstrate how it would like to liberate German constitutionalism from 
its European anchoring. 

To sum up, this overview demonstrates that populist movements are very 
diverse in terms of their constitutional views. Some advocate illiberal 
constitutionalism openly, while others play with measures that, though 
not entirely in the spirit of liberal constitutionalism, can go with it without 
any tension. There is no unitary illiberal constitutionalism: it rather forms 
a continuum of measures and arrangements that diverge more or less 
from the specimen of liberal constitutionalism. In this sense, the very 
concept of illiberal constitutionalism warps the field of analysis. Dynamic, 
negative and flexible: these traits associated with illiberalism demonstrate 
how variegated it may be. 

Conclusions: the legal and antinomian vicissitudes of 
illiberalism 
Illiberal constitutionalism – understood as a particularly flexible signifier 
rather than a stable concept – emerges in the field hegemonised by its 
liberal counterpart. It is for this reason that the perception of its nature is 
warped from the beginning: hegemonical claims in which real and ideal 
constitutionalism overlap hinder the recognition of the specificity that 
illiberalism brings to legality. That it is incoherent, tactical and 
instrumentalist does not detract from its status of constitutionalism. It 
rather demonstrates that illiberalism is much more firmly rooted in 
postmodern destabilisation of constitutional law – particularly in relations 
between the people, its “will”, state power and the constitutional text. It 
seems deliberately amorphic, decentred, rhetorically excessive and 
unstable, which does not make it any less actually constitutional, even if 
these features greatly differ from the constitutional ideal. 

This specificity entails the fact that illiberal constitutionalism is difficult to 
grasp even in its actual form, let alone in its future ones. Texts – of real 
constitutions (Hungary), drafts (Poland) or reform proposals (France, Italy 
and Germany) – are not good prognoses for what is going to happen in 
illiberal constitutional practice. It is therefore difficult to predict how 
illiberal constitutionalisms will look in Italy or could look in France or 
Germany. What the Hungarian and Polish examples demonstrate is that 
there is already a tested repertoire of illiberal manoeuvres aimed at 
paralysing and abusing liberal constitutionalism. What emerges from 
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their application, however, is much less determined – perhaps except for 
general consolidation of power and dismantling of constitutional fuses. 
Illiberal constitutionalism is not focused on maintaining coherence 
between its self-defining texts, be they legal or just political, but rather on 
finding and exploiting a political conjecture. It can easily play out 
weaknesses of liberal constitutionalism in order to capture institutions 
and consolidate power. 

The very term “illiberal constitutionalism” should thus be understood not 
as a concept with a firm denotation, but as a name for a continuum of 
strategies, measures and tactics that draw on liberal constitutionalism and 
oppose it. Stability may be deemed a strength of liberal constitutionalism, 
but at the same time it is its Achilles’ heel. Liberal constitutional narratives 
seem somewhat sapped of energy, if not spiritless. They are a legacy under 
which the fire has largely burnt out, leaving little more than a loyalty to 
the past forms. Illiberal constitutionalism, in turn, does not defend any 
pre-defined positions. It has a goal – consolidation of power (Blokker 2019, 
334) – but this can be won through different means. If necessary, as in the 
case of the AfD, it can be even arguing in favour of judicial independence 
or, as in the case of the RF, in favour of the rule of law. Contrary to what 
liberal constitutionalist doctrine seems to assume, these concepts are not 
values in themselves, but rather outposts to be attacked, conquered and 
defended in a positional war. Judicial independence in countries such as 
Hungary or Poland may mean solidification of the illiberal regime, and in 
this form it would be hardly defendable by the liberal side. The binding 
between liberal or illiberal values and the outposts in the legal war are 
changeable and dependent on political conjecture. What is a changeable 
outpost and what is a value in itself changes depending on the perspective 
and the conjecture in the fight. Consequently, there is hardly any kind of 
transitional constitutionalism in illiberalism (Sadurski 2016, 337-355): not 
interested in establishing firm rules about dealing with the past, it is 
focused on recycling the present for consolidating power. 

One thing therefore seems certain: the liberal hegemony based on 
identifying the real and the ideal constitution may be a strategy to defend 
against illiberalism, but it certainly does not provide a good insight into 
the constitutional field. It remains a kind of “fetishistic disavowal” (Cercel 
2019, 17), but as such it only creates illiberal constitutionalism as its 
dialectical opposite. 
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European integration in its current form is based on liberal 
constitutionalism, although this link is neither historically unique nor 
inherent. In fact, the basis of European integration was more ordoliberal 
than liberal in the current sense. Consequently, the rule of law is not a 
constituent element of the functioning of EU law, but rather a late addition 
to the edifice built on primacy and the direct effect of European norms. 
The future of the EU is consequently much more malleable than it might 
appear from the perspective of liberal constitutionalism. The current 
blockade in reform plans augurs a certain exhaustion of this paradigm. 
European integration has thus become a hostage to struggles that liberal 
constitutionalism has been enmeshed in. Without taking this into account 
it does not seem that the EU will be able to adequately respond to the 
illiberal challenge. 
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Introduction 
Debates on the EU’s finalité politique have taken place periodically during 
its history. At the current stage, the debate has been reinvigorated by a 
series of crises that have enveloped the EU in the second decade of the 
twenty-first century. A sequence of crises – financial (Eurozone), 
migration, Brexit, and deteriorating security in the EU’s Southern and 
Eastern neighbourhood – has led to intensified reflection on the future of 
Europe. The Five Presidents’ Report of 2015 and the White Paper in 2017 
(European Commission 2017) opened the debate, which continues in 
member states, as well as engaging citizens, within the Conference on the 
Future of Europe (Fabbrini et al. 2021). 

The main axis of the dispute over the shape of integration lies between the 
views calling for deeper integration of the EU, advocated by French 
President Emmanuel Macron, and those calling for the protection of 
national competencies and a return to the nation-state, labelled as 
sovereignism (Corduwener 2014; Fabbrini 2015; Basile and Mazzoleni 
2019; Bellucci 2019; Fossum 2019; Jabko and Luhman 2019; Brack, Coman, 
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and Crespy 2021). These two main groups of views differ significantly in 
their visions of the desired institutional structure of the EU and their 
stance towards nation-states as well as the content of EU policies. 
However, both groups of views utilise sovereignty as the central concept 
that serves to articulate the nature of the European polity and its relation 
to the nation-state. Sovereignty has thus become a buzzword of EU 
integration in recent years. It often serves as an empty signifier that allows 
political actors to fill it in with meaning that implies certain visions of 
European integration. Therefore, untangling these competing meanings of 
sovereignty can serve as a key to analysing the current narratives on the 
EU’s future. 

In this context, our chapter investigates how the notion of sovereignty 
relates to the existing theoretical constitutional-democratic narratives on 
EU integration. We demonstrate that sovereignty, with the diversified 
meanings attached to the concept by different political actors, helps to 
better understand the envisioned relations between member states and 
supranational institutions. We illustrate our claims by presenting 
comparative analysis of how sovereignty is used in the debates related to 
the future of Europe in three EU member states – Germany, France and 
Poland – and what it reveals about the political actors’ visions of EU 
integration, the EU polity and its links to nation-states. 

From national to European sovereignty, and back? 
Theoretical reflections 
Sovereignty as a concept relates to the core internal and external features 
of a state. As Bellamy notes, “[s]overeignty implies being subject to no 
other authority at home and the equal of other sovereigns abroad” 
(Bellamy 2019, 74). The concept and its meaning have been debated for 
centuries and intertwined with nation, independence, and nationalism. It 
frequently also symbolises exclusive national identity formation patterns. 
It is therefore specifically relevant in the vocabulary of nationalists, 
nativists and Eurosceptics, even if its meaning is capacious (Borriello and 
Brack 2019; Brack, Coman and Crespy 2019). Commonly, sovereignty is 
understood as the supreme authority of a polity that indicates an ability 
and authority to control the Weberian trio of people, territory and borders 
(Sondel-Cedarmas and Berti 2022). The key dynamics of competing 
visions on sovereignty is between those promoting a zero-sum, divisive 
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vision of sovereignty in the sense defined by Jean Bodin, embedded solely 
in the structures of the nation- state, and those that perceive it as a 
commodity to be shared and pooled especially in the deeply 
interdependent reality of late globalisation. Domestically, therefore, 
sovereignty has become a key currency of the new and allegedly dominant 
Rokkanian cleavage between the communitarianism of the former camp 
and the cosmopolitanism of the latter (Zürn and de Wilde 2016; de Wilde 
et al. 2019). It speaks to the previously known divide and dichotomous 
understanding of sovereignty in relation to citizens’ positions on 
European integration, locating the conflict over sovereignty between 
proponents and opponents of European integration. In relation to the EU 
level, the so-called “sovereignty dimension” (Hutter, Grande, and Kriesi 
2016) distinguishes supranationalists from those who have nation-state 
centred views on the course of further integration.  

Recent research further complicates the debates on sovereignty based on 
the sole division between the national and supranational. Firstly, they 
may also involve “two other dimensions of sovereignty anchored in the 
democratic tradition, namely parliamentary sovereignty and popular 
sovereignty” (Brack, Coman, and Crespy 2019). Secondly, scholars also 
note a new dimension of contextualisation of sovereignty that focuses on 
a reinterpretation of European identity and values in Central and Eastern 
Europe (CEE) (Coman and Leconte 2019; Góra and Zielińska 2019, Brack 
et al. 2019, 818). In defining the rationale for protecting sovereignty, they 
rely on cultural uniqueness, and often claim superiority by referring to 
religious underpinnings. 

Research on international organisations adds another dimension. 
Sovereignty means that there is no power above the sovereign entity – so 
it is equal to other sovereign units. In a globalised world, however, such 
an ideal is essentially impossible to achieve. International organisations, 
primarily the EU, are developing features that pool sovereignty from the 
member states to create a political system that competes with nation-states 
in terms of their competencies. As Fossum, Garcia Quesada and Zgaga 
(2020, 10) note, “in the EU the member states cede sovereignty not to a 
distant entity but to a common unit that they all participate directly in. In 
EU parlance, this is generally referred to as pooling of sovereignty”. 
Pooled sovereignty at the supranational level has created a novel 
theoretical challenge of how it can coincide with the established meaning 
of sovereignty understood in indivisible terms. The recent attempt to 
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develop the concept of supranational sovereignty further challenges the 
original meaning of the concept. In his famous Sorbonne speech in 2017, 
French President Emmanuel Macron promoted a vision of European 
sovereignty that implied that the EU acquires its own sovereignty besides 
the one pooled from the member states. The proposal resonated in the 
Union and provoked intensive debate. Nonetheless, scholars note that this 
concept is contested and has a blurred definition, linked primarily to 
strategic autonomy understood as a means of achieving European 
sovereignty – and to fully fledged power Europe (Dumoulin 2020; 
Lefebvre and Simon 2021). The concept – despite its blurred meaning – 
has already entered the official EU discourse in the European Commission 
strategic programme in the digital sphere 2021–2024 (European 
Commission 2021). 

The constitutional-democratic visions of the EU and 
conceptualisation of sovereignty 
Due to the pivotal role the concept of sovereignty plays in the current 
discussions on the future of Europe, it is crucial to reflect on how the 
concepts fits into the broader theoretical reflections on the constitutional-
democratic order of the future EU. This reflection, we argue, demonstrates 
how the concept of sovereignty evolves to capture the complexity of the 
EU reality. 

The republican intergovernmentalism and federal Union visions express 
the main theoretical conceptualisations of the constitutional-democratic 
vision of EU integration (Fossum 2019). As Fossum (2020) notes, while the 
republican intergovernmentalism developed by Bellamy (2019) 
emphasises the importance of sovereignty in states’ cooperation, thus 
taking back some of the EU’s supranational features, the visions of federal 
Union seek to accommodate their sovereignty with a sovereign Union. 
These visions foresee the role of member states and the nature of the 
collective where EU democracy is anchored. However, they also imply a 
specific understanding of sovereignty. 

Republican intergovernmentalism stresses the central role of member 
states in EU integration and polity. Developing this view, Bellamy 
conceptualises “the EU as a republican association of sovereign states that 
is designed to overcome the possibility for their mutual domination while 
providing a mechanism for their securing certain global goods and 
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avoiding various global bads, not least through their reciprocal 
recognition of rights to citizenship” (Bellamy 2019, 72). Member states are 
vessels carrying sovereignty and controlling functional-territorial contiguity 
exerting full control over all functions in a given territory. Importantly, as 
a result, citizens’ rights are determined by sovereign states and the EU can 
undertake initiatives concerning these rights with the agreement of 
member states. Moreover, within that narrative the key notion is that 
democracy is based on popular sovereignty that is embodied by national 
structures and strongly advocates safeguarding national democracy. The 
EU, on the other hand, can develop its competencies, but its actions need 
to be clearly indicated in the treaties which are controlled and determined 
by member states. Legitimacy is vested in states, which may delegate it to 
the EU. Within the European debate at present, there seem to be several 
visions of that narrative as expressed by political leaders (Góra, Thevenin, 
and Zielińska 2023). The sovereign vision has gained prominence, 
departing from the intergovernmental position but putting national 
sovereignty and its defence at its heart. Contemporary sovereignists 
preach “a holy alliance between nationalism and populism” (Fabbrini 
2019, 62) and therefore “new sovereignism refers to the belief in the 
primacy of the nation-state, governed according to the principle of 
popular sovereignty, over inter- and supranational governance structures 
and the ‘transnational’ sphere of economic and social activity” (De 
Spiegeleire, Skinner, and Sweijs 2017, 34). For them, in contrast to 
republican intergovernmentalism, sovereignty is not a feature of the 
national democratic origin of European integration, but its key asset to be 
promoted against supranational enemies (Fabbrini and Zgaga 2022; Góra 
and Zielińska 2023). 

The key element differentiating the republican intergovernmentalism and 
sovereignist visions is the approach to the consequences of the 
sovereignty-centred model. Drawing an analogy with studies on 
collective identification in the EU, one model assumes only zero-sum 
national sovereignty, which is primarily exclusive and accepts sharing 
sovereignty to limited (mostly economic) areas. Similarly to essentialist 
visions of identity, sovereignty can be vested in one vessel – the nation-
state (Checkel and Katzenstein 2009; Risse 2010; Góra and Zielińska 2019). 
This is the model pursued by sovereignists. However, Bellamy’s 
republican component nuances this set-up into a more segmented 
understanding of the sovereignty approach (Bellamy, 2019). This second 
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model, which we refer to as positive-sum (segmented) sovereignty, 
assumes that there is “a double form of delegation, whereby citizens 
exercising popular sovereignty at the domestic level delegate their 
respective representatives to make agreements with each other at the 
inter-polity level, including delegating and devolving authority upwards 
to appropriate regulatory bodies, so long as these remain under their joint 
and equal control” (Bellamy 2019, 90). In this model, pooling sovereignty 
is possible (similarly to models of collective identification where national 
and European elements coexist), but it needs to be authorised by states 
which cede it not to another entity but to a common unit they build and 
govern. This model mostly assumes that it is desirable to pool sovereignty, 
but the scope/extent of pooling depends on policy areas, i.e. segments. 

Federalists offer a different narrative of their vision. The federal Union 
model foresees the creation in time of a system with a clear separation 
between executive and legislative powers at the supranational level 
(Fossum 2021). Not only is the EU gradually developing single and 
coherent decision making, but it possesses autonomous budgetary and 
fiscal power. It will ultimately develop its own sovereignty and 
accommodate it with member states’ sovereignty. Accordingly, the 
ultimate feature of this model is that the EU decides how to divide 
competences between national and European levels. The idea of shifting 
sovereignty to a higher level of a bigger unit is functionally motivated, as 
its proponents see it as a functional response to globalisation and growing 
interdependence. Sovereignty intrinsically links with the populace, which 
serves as a sovereign in democratic systems. Hence the complication for 
that unitary federal sovereignty is (so far) a lack of (and a distant 
perspective for creation of) a European nation or people (Góra, Mach, and 
Trenz 2013), defined as “possessing the capacity to deliberate in a public 
way about the public interest” (Bellamy 2019, 84).  

The federal vision of European integration does not imply zero-sum 
unitary European sovereignty, but rather a “national nested in European 
sovereignty” model. Its main characteristic is that the EU obtains 
sovereignty as a distinctive unit from member states, but not at the 
complete expense of member states. It is rather a dynamic model that 
indicates a direction of change of continuous pooling of sovereignty to the 
EU, at the same time limiting the national reservoir. The key offered 
regarding the areas in which sovereignty is to be relocated to the EU level 
is often functional – to deliver these solutions that cannot be achieved 
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when acting on a lower level (Habermas 2012). It is important to note that 
there are also post-sovereignist, cosmopolitan models available. Since 
these are currently rarely debated by political actors, we will not include 
them in this paper (Eriksen 2019; Fossum 2019). 

Nonetheless, we argue that the two main theoretical visions, i.e. 
intergovernmentalism and federal Union, and the understanding of 
sovereignty that they imply, do not capture the growing populist 
arguments inserted into the debate on the future of Europe. We therefore 
propose adding a model of popular sovereignty to capture the observable 
populist turn. This model stresses the demand to subjectivise “true 
people” against elites and equip them with political instruments having a 
direct impact on politics. As Borriello and Brack define it, “[p]opular 
sovereignty is consubstantial to the very nature of populism, whose core 
feature is the construction of ‘the people’ as a large powerless group and 
the claim to represent it against ‘the elite’, depicted as a small and 
powerful group that frustrates the people’s legitimate demands”. 
According to populist parties, they continue, the principle is “undermined 
by the increasing importance of non-elected bodies in decision-making 
processes and the adoption of unpopular austerity measures by national 
governments” (Borriello and Brack 2019, 836). Table 1 below summarises 
the different sovereignty models with their specific characteristics, used 
as indicators of discursive practices.  

Table 1. Conceptualisation of sovereignty models in constitutional-democratic visions 
of the EU 

Models of 
sovereignty 

Constitutional-
democratic visions of 
the EU 

Key indicators of discursive practices 

National nested in 
European 
sovereignty 
  

Federal(ising) Union The EU can develop sovereignty 
independently from member states (in 
time). 
Assumes ceding sovereignty to the 
EU by member states (even if only in 
certain areas). 
In some instances the EU can be 
sovereign at the (almost complete) 
expense of member states. 

Positive-
sum (segmented) 
sovereignty  
 

Republican 
intergovernmentalism 

Member states cede sovereignty to a 
common unit that they all participate 
directly in. 
Pooling is accepted in some areas 
(functional) and less possible in core 
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state competences. Member states 
control common unit (i.e. national 
parliaments). 
Subsidiarity as a protective 
mechanism for national sovereignty. 

Zero-sum national 
sovereignty 
(exclusive) 
 

Sovereignist 
intergovernmentalism 
(focusing on economic 
integration) 
 

Nation-state as the sole possessor of 
sovereignty. 
Sharing sovereignty is limited to 
certain policies (and possibly time-
limited) and reversible. 
 

Popular 
sovereignty 

Populist challenge to 
sovereignty  

Sovereignty belonging to people (not 
elites) 
Frequent references to direct 
democracy tools 

 

The debate on the future of Europe clearly indicated that not only do 
national preferences matter for the position on deepening integration 
(Fabbrini 2015), but also individual citizens develop opinions on this issue 
(Leuffen, Schuessler, and Díaz 2020). The ideological divisions of left and 
right as well as positions on the pro- and anti-European scale determine 
political parties’ stance in such debates (Leruth 2015; Góra, Thevenin, and 
Zielińska 2023). More generally, partisan divisions play a pivotal role in 
promoting models of sovereignty in the national contexts. We expect that 
parties that favour European integration will usually advocate for more 
EU competencies. Such parties are more likely to refer to the national 
nested in European sovereignty model, but possibly they also argue for 
the positive-sum (segmented) sovereignty model. In this respect, we 
assume that such parties will demand institutional reforms requesting 
more power for supranational institutions. On the contrary, we assume 
that Eurosceptic parties would rather advocate for national 
competencies or keeping the current EU institutional status quo. They 
would rather support the zero-sum model or, if more moderate, a 
positive-sum (segmented) model with an assurance that control will 
remain in intergovernmental institutions. This will also be consistent with 
the fact that Eurosceptic actors often perceive the EU in terms of power 
politics terms and the positive-sum (segmented) and European (nested 
national) sovereignty models are seen as enforcing the possibility of being 
dominated by the EU or other member states (Cianciara 2022). When it 
comes to the left-right divide, we expect that left-wing parties would see 
the zero-sum model as enforcing nationalistic tendencies and oppose it. 
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Right-wing parties, on the contrary, would rather favour the prospect of 
defending national interests and the state’s sovereignty. 

Methodological remarks 
We test our assumption on the links between sovereignty models and 
constitutional democratic visions of the EU by studying how the political 
actors articulate sovereignty in relation to the constitutional democratic 
visions of the EU in their contributions to the parliamentary debates on 
the future of Europe in three EU member states: Germany, France and 
Poland. The choice of focusing on debates in national parliaments is not 
accidental. They play a growing role in European integration primarily by 
fulfilling oversight functions, but also by providing an important venue 
for deliberation on EU policies (De Wilde and Raunio 2018). The 
parliaments form arenas in which members of parliament negotiate ideas, 
opinions, policy suggestions and proposals representing the interests of 
their respective constituencies and political parties. The political actors 
also use parliaments to inform their citizens on policy issues (Auel and 
Raunio 2014, 13). As a result, parliaments not only reflect the political, 
social and cultural configurations of the dynamic social world, but also 
“contribute to shaping these configurations linguistically and 
rhetorically” (Ilie 2010, 1). Hence, they may both reflect and influence the 
discourses in informal areas of the public sphere (e.g. media, civil society 
organisations). 

Drawing on the discursive approach (Keller 2011), we treat the plenary 
debates in the respective national parliaments as social arenas 
“constituted around contested issues, truth claims, and problematisations 
in which discourses compete with one another, attempting to impose the 
dominant interpretation of an issue in question” (Góra and Zielińska 
2014). Consequently, we understand the narratives on sovereignty as 
parts of the wider discourses on the future of Europe as encapsulated by 
the constitutional democratic visions of the EU. Such narratives are 
articulated by the political actors in their contributions to the plenary 
debates about “the people”, nation-states and the EU as well as the 
relations between them, linking them to the broader view on the future of 
Europe. 

Forty-two plenary debates from the lower chambers of three national 
parliaments – the German Bundestag, the French Assemblée nationale 
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and the Polish Sejm – covering a timespan from 2015 to 2019 serve as our 
empirical material. The debates generally exemplified discussions 
following governments’ information on EU affairs (see table in Annex 1). 
The selected debates offer an overview of the discussion on the EU in 
national parliaments, from debates focusing on the future of Europe and 
diverse (institutional) reforms requested by MPs to those on more specific 
issues and crises also touching upon the EU’s future integration, i.e. 
Eurozone and migration (see Table 2). In order to pinpoint the discursive 
events actualising discourses on the future of Europe that refer to 
sovereignty, we used a set of keywords (see table in Annex 2), selected via 
the pilot study and based on the review of literature on the subject matter. 

Table 2. Overview of empirical material in three parliaments (2015– 2019) 
 French 

Assemblée 
nationale 

German 
Bundestag 

Polish Sejm 

Number of debates 15 15 12 
Future of Europe 5 5 5 
Migration  5 5 6 
Eurozone 5 5 1 
Number of 
substantive 
speeches9 

587 197 257 

By MPs 470 189 233 
By executive actors 117 8 24 
Number of analysed 
speeches10 

308 168 131 

Source: Own compilation. 
A qualitative analysis of the identified fragments allowed us to identify 
how sovereignty is discursively constructed in the debates on the future 
of Europe in the three parliaments in question. Our analysis partially 
covered the 14th (2012–2017) and 15th (2017–2022) parliamentary terms in 
the French parliament, with a change in the majority in parliament from 
the Socialist Party (Parti socialiste – PS) to President Macron’s party The 
Republic on the Move! (La République en Marche! – REM) (Assemblée 
nationale 2017; 2022). In Germany, the majority was held by a grand 
coalition of the Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social Union 

 
9 Substantive speeches exclude speeches related to technical interventions in 
organising the plenary. 
10 The speeches analysed only include those containing one or more of the selected 
keywords (see table in Annex 3). 
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(Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschland/Christlich-Soziale Union – 
CDU/CSU) and the Social Democratic Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei 
Deutschlands – SPD) during the 18th (2013–2017) and 19th (2017–2021) 
terms (Deutscher Bundestag 2017; 2021). In Poland, the analysed 
timeframe witnessed a change from the liberal Civic Platform (Platforma 
Obywatelska – PO), which held a majority during the seventh term (2011–
2015), to the conservative United Right (Zjednoczona Prawica) coalition 
led by Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość – PiS) in the following 
term (2015–2019) (Sejm 2011; 2015). Table 3 below shows all political 
parties taking the floor during the analysed parliamentary speeches. For 
analytical purposes, parties have been grouped in political party 
families.11 

Table 3. Political parties in selected national parliaments 

Party family France Germany Poland 
Communist/Socialist La France Insoumise 

(FI), Parti 
communiste français 
(PCF) 

Die Linke   

Social democracy Parti radical de 
gauche (PRG)*,  
Parti socialiste (PS)* 

Sozialdemokratische 
Partei Deutschlands 
(SPD)* 

Lewica Razem,  
Sojusz Lewicy 
Demokratycznej 
(SLD), Wiosna 

Agrarian     Polskie Stronnictwo 
Ludowe (PSL) 

Green/Ecologist Europe Écologie Les 
Verts (EELV)* 

Bündnis 90 / Die 
Grünen 

  

Liberal La République En 
Marche! (REM)*, 
Mouvement 
démocrate (MD)* 

Freie Demokratische 
Partei (FDP) 

Nowoczesna,  
Twój Ruch (Palikota) 
(RP),  
Demokratyczna | 
Wolności | Unia,  
Platforma 
Obywatelska (PO)* 

Christian 
democracy 

  Christlich 
Demokratische 
Union (CDU)*, 
Christlich Soziale 
Union (CSU)* 

  

 
11 Initially based on the ParlGov database and classification (Döring et al. 2023), some 
political parties re-classified in different party family to better convey their changing 
party position (see also Góra, Thevenin and Zielińska, 2023). 
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Conservative Les Républicains 
(LR),  
Union des 
démocrates et 
indépendants (UDI) 

  Prawo i 
Sprawiedliwość 
(PiS)*,  
Koalicja Odnowy 
Rzeczypospolitej 
Wolność i Nadzieja 
KORWiN (KORWIN) 

Right-wing Rassemblement 
national (RN) 

Alternative für 
Deutschland (AfD) 

Kukiz'15, Ruch 
Narodowy (RN),  
Wolni i Solidarni 

no family no party affiliation   no party affiliation 
Source: Own compilation 
Note: *parties in government during the analysed timeframe (2015–2019) 

Sovereignty models and constitutional-democratic 
visions of European integration. Comparative 
perspective 
The political actors’ position on sovereignty and its links to the 
constitutional democratic visions of the EU as well as on the future of 
Europe need to be seen in a wider political context. The selected countries 
belong to the EU’s “Big Five” in terms of population. They are each 
characterised by different dynamics of the current debate on the future of 
Europe. Germany’s role in the EU has become more important with the 
succession of crises the EU has faced (e.g. Eurozone, Crimea–Ukraine–
Russia crises). Considered as an “indispensable policy broker”, Germany 
and its strong economy have been able to increasingly set a vision for the 
EU (Krotz and Maher 2016, 1055). With the election of the Euro-
enthusiastic Emmanuel Macron as president in 2017, France expanded its 
leadership role in the EU, pushing for deeper integration in several policy 
areas, notably defence. European security and defence policy has long 
been the core of discussions on deepening European integration. 
Germany’s position on this matter remains ambivalent: while maintaining 
a position of “good European”, aiming at strengthening European 
integration, Germany’s commitment to European defence remains mostly 
symbolic (Bunde 2021, 255). In spite of this slight divergence, the close 
cooperation between France and Germany operated as a push towards 
more integration in the EU. Poland, on the other hand, is a newer member 
state. It has recently shifted from the position of a poster child of EU 
enlargement and a success story of democratisation to EU contester ruled 
by right-wing and Eurosceptic parties. Moreover, growing illiberal 
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tendencies and strong Euroscepticism in Poland coexist with high support 
for European integration, making an interesting case for studying 
sovereignism (Góra 2017; Zielonka 2018; Zielonka and Rupnik 2020; 
Cianciara 2022). 

These assumptions are confirmed by the observed dynamics of the 
debates on sovereignty in our case studies. Scholars note a renewed 
discussion about sovereignty on the French political scene in the context 
of the pandemic, where all parties and even trade unions mention and 
interpret sovereignty in different ways (Andréani 2020). In Germany, 
traditionally we can observe a complicated relationship with the notion of 
sovereignty, not in the Grundgesetz but mostly developed through 
jurisprudence (Bieber 2013). In Poland, for historical reasons, sovereignty 
has been considered sacrosanct, and any idea of sharing it is perceived by 
many as a political cost of European integration (Góra and Mach 2010). 
Public opinion polls show that sovereignty also carries different meanings 
for citizens in these countries. Poles and Germans tend to perceive 
sovereignty in a positive light, stressing its connotation with the 
independence of a country, while for the French public it is immediately 
associated with nationalism and raises negative implications (Fondation 
Jean-Jaurès 2021). Finally, in many contexts supranational sovereignty is 
a “political taboo”, which is mostly mentioned by Macron (Brack, Coman, 
and Crespy 2019). For citizens, the concept of European sovereignty is 
blurred but overall perceived positively (Fondation Jean-Jaurès 2021). The 
model of popular sovereignty is assumed to be primarily recalled by 
populist formations across all three countries regardless of their 
ideological position. Analysis of the parliamentary debates confirms the 
national differences, but at the same time reveals some similarities 
between the countries. 

National nested in European sovereignty  
Our research confirms national differences regarding the preferences for 
the national nested in European sovereignty model. The concept was thus 
discussed in more depth primarily in the Assemblée nationale, especially 
in reference to President Macron’s Sorbonne speech (26 September 2017). 
While during Macron’s address the concept was developed alongside six 
core elements, European sovereignty was only broadly defined in French 
parliamentary debates. Seen as a “complementarity between what 
belongs to the nation and what belongs to Europe” (Nathalie Loiseau, 
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REM, 2017-11-27), European sovereignty – as framed especially by MPs 
from the governing party REM – bridged national and European interests. 
Therefore, national and European sovereignty were seen not as 
conflicting, but rather as supporting each other. The concept of European 
sovereignty as framed by REM MPs and government representatives 
included an inside and outside EU perspective, i.e. the protection of the 
EU and its citizens, as well as the EU’s capacity to act on the global stage: 

This sovereign Europe is itself based on three conditions: the unity 
of Europe, the protection of its citizens and its interests, and what I 
call the projection capacity of the European Union, that is to say its 
capacity to act as a global player, to really weigh on international 
issues and to disseminate its model and its values.  

(Jean-Yves Le Drian, PS, 10.10.2017) 

A sovereign EU consequently implied European interests and a European 
citizenry in need of protection. These two core elements were deemed 
inexistent by the parliamentary opposition, which criticised the concept of 
European sovereignty. MPs from the communist/socialist FI and right-
wing FN indeed refuted the notion of a European people, while the 
conservative LR disapproved of sovereignty being considered on any 
other level than the national one. 

Based on analysis of the MPs’ speeches, we can distinguish two different 
understandings of the national nested in European sovereignty model, 
each giving more priority and weight to either the European or the 
national level. These two understandings of the model were present in the 
addresses of both liberal parties (REM and MD) to the parliament. On the 
one hand, several MPs highlighted the shared links and reciprocity 
between national and European sovereignty in the prospect of 
contributing to strengthening the EU. The EU’s (perceived) role, power 
and capacity on the global arena were considered as important elements 
of European sovereignty, in the aim of building a: 

Geopolitical unit which inspires the world with both respect for the 
law and the authority of the power; a Europe which protects as 
much as a Europe which exchanges, a Europe which shines as 
much as a Europe which trades, a Europe of realities as much as a 
Europe of principles.  



Imagining the future of Europe 

 83  

(Jean-Louis Bourlanges, MD, 2017-10-10) 

On the other hand, several MPs depicted European sovereignty as rather 
contributing to the nation-state’s power and protection of interests. The 
EU and its subsequent as yet unimplemented European sovereignty were 
thus rather perceived as a booster to promote and protect EU member 
states’ interests: 

The sovereignty of France today passes through that of Europe. 
This sovereignty, which is the opposite of an identarian 
withdrawal, is a concrete, real notion that allows our country to be 
heard by the great world powers. Today, it cannot be conceived 
outside the European Union.  

(Jean-François Mbaye, REM, 2018-04-18) 

The concept of a European sovereignty encompassing national 
sovereignty was in fact at the core of debates in the French parliament 
following Macron’s initiative. Nonetheless, while the concept attracted the 
support of French liberal-centrist MPs (REM and MD), its somewhat 
vague definition and the undefined paths towards concrete 
implementation laid the ground for criticism from opposition parties on 
both sides of the political spectrum. Interestingly, no comparable 
conception of European sovereignty occurred in the German 
parliamentary debates. This may be linked to the historically established 
hesitancy of the German political actors, especially of the political centre, 
to refer to the concept, but also to Germany’s general attitude towards 
European integration. The country indeed keeps a rather instrumental 
view of integration with European capacities developed under specific 
circumstances and conditions (Freudlsperger and Jachtenfuchs 2021). 
Nonetheless, Macron’s vision of Europe resonated (negatively) among the 
right-wing fringes. For example, AfD criticised Macron’s “idea of a 
deepened European Union – Germany pays, France creates” (Nobert 
Kleinwächter, AfD, 2019-01-17). 

Despite the centrality of the nation-state in Poland, elements of the 
national nested in European sovereignty model occurred in Polish MPs’ 
speeches, especially those belonging to liberal parties (PO and Modern 
(Nowoczesna)). They conceptualised the EU as a union of solidarity, 
composed of states which had overcome their particularistic national 
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interests. Belonging to such union constitutes a condition for sustaining 
Poland’s sovereignty and for fulfilling its national interests:  

Poland is a beneficiary of giving less priority to national egoism 
than to the feeling of European community. (…) If a Europe of 
national egoisms triumphs, Poland will lose in such a Europe, 
because it is weaker.  

(Michał Kamiński, PO, 2016-12-01) 

Such views also envisage Poland’s desired position within the EU: it 
should be actively involved in EU issues, responsible for shaping the EU’s 
agenda and policies, and take responsibility for the future of the 
community (“One cannot be an EU member selectively”, Marta Golbik, 
Modern, 2016-12-01). Poland’s active and pivotal role in shaping EU 
policies was seen as a guarantee for the reflection of Polish interests in the 
broader EU agenda. It offered Poland a better and more powerful position, 
achievable only through “shared sovereignty”: 

We have gained a historic opportunity to place Poland in the centre 
of Europe, so Poland could decide about Europe’s future, be one of 
the main European players. (…) There is a shared sovereignty in 
Europe. As long as we are in this Union, at any moment we can 
decide if we are or not in the middle; we can entrust certain 
competences to European institutions, by common decisions. We 
have it guaranteed in our Constitution, and we did it by accepting 
this arrangement in our decision about accession to the EU.  

(Marcin Święcicki, PO, 2017-03-23) 

Clearly, the national nested in European sovereignty model expressed in 
the speeches of Polish MPs from the liberal parties is strongly focused on 
the nation-state’s power and protection of interests.  

At the same time, the references to the discussed model need to be seen in 
the broader Polish political context. The liberal MPs used such references 
to frame the right-wing populist United Right governing coalition’s 
disputes and criticism of the EU as attempts to both challenge Polish 
national sovereignty and lead to further EU differentiation. Since such 
differentiation would lead to the weakening the EU, it would further 
hamper Polish national sovereignty. 
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To sum up, the national nested in European sovereignty model did not 
imply the disappearance of national sovereignty or its location in a specific 
policy field/within specific boundaries. It rested on the assumption that 
in the union of the European states all national states mutually benefit. 
Furthermore, this belonging reassured the various dimensions on which 
the national sovereignty rests, i.e. values, identities, borders, democracy, 
rule of law. In contrast to the French case, where the references to this 
model of sovereignty aimed at opening a new discussion on the future of 
the EU, in the Polish case such references served to strengthen the interests 
and position of the nation-state. Furthermore, the articulation of the model 
was entangled in the internal political dynamics and broader politicisation 
of the EU in the Polish context. 

The various manoeuvres of political actors to structure the relations 
between the supranational entity and nation-state demonstrate the overall 
difficulty of the federalist vision of European integration. The concept of 
European sovereignty pursued by Macron, while fostering more federalist 
narratives in the French context, had only a limited impact on the German 
and Polish context. In the latter, it was primarily a consequence of the 
development of more pro-federalist notions by liberal and pro-European 
actors provoked by the strong Eurosceptic ideas of the ruling right-wing 
coalition. 

Positive-sum sovereignty (segmented sovereignty)  
While “European sovereignty” is used and discussed at length in the 
French parliament, German MPs use the term “sovereignty” more 
sparingly. References to some sort of supranational sovereignty take on a 
more implicit form, notably in references to the capacity and competences 
of national and European institutions. Consequently, supranational 
sovereignty, if discussed in the Bundestag, takes shape and implies a 
different (institutional) arrangement than the national nested in European 
sovereignty model debated in the Assemblée nationale. References to 
sovereignty took the form of a positive-sum sovereignty, usually 
occurring in the speeches of MPs from the ruling CDU/CSU and SPD 
coalition. While they recognise the need for development of supranational 
authority and sovereignty, the extent and area of such supranational 
sovereignty was rather restricted. Indeed, German MPs distinctively 
mentioned different policy areas in which supranational sovereignty was 
seen as beneficial or in some cases necessary. Generally, such positive-sum 
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sovereignty was thus limited to issues that cannot be dealt with at EU 
member state level only, notably in the areas of defence and security as 
well as migration policy and within the EMU. MPs from the governing 
coalition in particular favoured strengthening European integration in 
these restricted policy areas, seeing this development as profitable for 
national interests: 

Rather, we need an attractive Europe that people run into out of 
hope and conviction, a Europe that has concrete benefits. The 
abolition of national sovereignty alone cannot be that benefit. 
Rather, it must be a Europe that continues to ensure peace and 
freedom on the continent, that ensures prosperity for the majority 
of people and, above all, ensures the security of our citizens. This 
is how Europe should be. We prefer to concentrate on concrete 
projects that bring us together, that take us step by step and that 
bring concrete benefits to the citizens.  

(Florian Hahn, CSU, 2017-12-12) 

At the same time, MPs referring to the positive-sum sovereignty model 
see the subsidiarity mechanism as playing a pivotal role in the (future) 
functioning of the EU: 

Each level has its responsibilities, and what you are ultimately 
asking for in your application is a bureaucratic monster Europe. 
But we don’t want that. We want Europe to take care of the 
important and crucial issues. This is only possible if the 
subsidiarity principle is ultimately taken into account, i.e. if tasks 
that are to be settled at the lower level are also carried out there, be 
it at the municipal, regional or national level  

(Thorsten Frei, CDU, 2016-04-28). 

Defence, migration and EMU were in this perspective considered as areas 
where sovereignty can be shared, as it goes beyond the nation-state and 
needs to be controlled by the latter. Nevertheless, defence and security 
policy triggered a heated discussion in the Bundestag, exemplifying 
Germany’s ambivalent position towards European defence (Bunde, 2021) 
and reflecting a conflictual conception of the political actors of Germany’s 
global role. MPs from the governing coalition and parliamentary majority 
depicted Germany as a great player in Europe and on the global stage 
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more generally. However, this vision of a powerful – and militarised – 
Germany was also challenged by MPs from fringe political parties. The 
Left party (die Linke) opposed the development of a defence Union, 
considering this model as “a Europe of war and armament” (Heike 
Hänsel, The Left, 2017-12-12). AfD also opposed deepening cooperation 
on security and military matters, thereby expressing their critical 
evaluation of France’s military operations in Africa: “With PESCO you 
want to once again force a wide variety of national forms of organisation 
into a Brussels corset and hope that the states of Europe will then adapt to 
this corset” (Rüdiger Lucassen, AfD, 2017-12-12). 

Reflections on sovereignty – the positive-sum as well as the national 
nested in European sovereignty model – in both the Bundestag and the 
Assemblée nationale portrayed Franco-German cooperation as central for 
the future of Europe. This increased cooperation between France and 
Germany brought to the table discussion on differentiated integration – 
understood in territorial terms. The idea of differentiated integration was 
mostly supported by a parliamentary majority: “The objectives presented 
by the President of the Republic are ambitious. Those who want to go 
further, faster, must be able to do so without being prevented. […] 
Cooperation will be open to all, with the sole criterion of a shared level of 
ambition” (Jean-Yves Le Drian, PS, 2017-10-10). France and Germany 
were therefore seen as drivers of deepening EU integration, although the 
views on supranational sovereignty differed slightly from full to 
segmented in specific policy areas. 

In the Polish parliament, the references to positive-sum sovereignty 
occurred mostly in the speeches of MPs from the ruling United Right 
coalition. Such references emerged mainly in the debates about the future 
of Europe, and occasionally in the debates on migration. The MPs from 
the ruling coalition often presented the involvement of the EU institutions 
(especially of the EU Commission) in certain policy areas as threatening 
to the state’s sovereignty. The refugee crises illustrate this well. The 
mechanisms of refugee relocation among EU member states or the quota 
proposed by the EU Commission stirred very negative reactions and 
accusations of the EU breaching the sovereignty principle or challenging 
subsidiarity rules. However, in other areas, ruling coalition MPs 
demanded more EU involvement, i.e. in security issues and the internal 
market. The demand for greater EU responsibility/a leading role occurred 
in the debates on the future of Europe, especially in references to security 
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issues and global challenges, but also in discussions on the internal 
market. However, in contrast to the voices in the Assemblée nationale 
arguing for European sovereignty and somehow in line with arguments 
of some political actors from the Bundestag, the acceptance of the leading 
role of the EU in particular policies expressed in the Polish parliament 
aims primarily at strengthening of national sovereignty. MPs from the 
ruling party therefore expressed a very pragmatic approach. They 
accepted the leading role of the EU in certain policy areas but emphasised 
nation-states’ sovereignty and primary role in monitoring the EU. In this 
context, the national parliaments were often assigned with the 
responsibility of overseeing the EU’s actions. MPs claimed that this would 
permit a better and more unified EU to develop. 

At the same time, the EU is also perceived as a potential threat as it may 
serve as a tool to solidify the position of strong EU member states. In line 
with such arguments, some EU member states could make use of certain 
EU polices to gain more power and fulfil their own interests. Such views, 
expressed mostly by MPs from the ruling coalition, occurred mainly 
during the discussions on migration and the internal market. As a country 
with a strong position within the EU, Germany was seen as a prime 
suspect that shapes the EU’s agenda in line with its particularistic 
interests: 

The debate [on the future of the EU] must be started without 
unnecessary delays. This anniversary that we are celebrating today 
is the right and good time. What do we need? Not the dictate of the 
strongest states, because that undermines our solidarity, but a 
change in political practice to strengthen national and democratic 
control of the integration process. We believe that national 
governments and parliaments should be placed at the centre of the 
European project.  

(Izabela Kloc, PiS, 2017-03-23) 

The references to positive-sum (segmented) sovereignty by United Right 
MPs, despite the coalition’s generally Eurosceptic stance, is puzzling. The 
national context with growing politicisation of EU integration in the 
Polish context allows it to be seen in a broader context. 
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The United Right’s self-positioning as pro-EU may be a way of dealing 
with the overly positive public opinions on Polish membership in the EU. 
Coalition MPs therefore needed to present it as pro-EU and at the same 
time to somehow accommodate its Eurosceptic or Eurorejectionist stances, 
thereby responding to the divergences both within the coalition and in 
different constituencies. They therefore made extensive use of the 
sovereignty argument, but attempted to subside it with the European 
dimension, controlled and shaped by EU member states. 

Zero-sum national sovereignty (exclusive) 
In the French parliament, the zero-sum national sovereignty model 
identified in our analysis mostly attracted MPs from conservative and 
right-wing political parties (RN, LR and DLR). Their focus on and concern 
about national sovereignty generally went hand in hand with a critique of 
the EU and supranational sovereignty established at the European level: 

[Y]es, we are European, but we will never accept that European 
integration is done to the detriment of the peoples, by accepting a 
stronger federalism in which the only future proposed would be 
that of the dilution of the prerogatives of the States and therefore 
of their sovereignty.  

(Pierre-Henri Dumont, LR, 2017-10-10) 

In this view, supranational sovereignty implies diminishing of national 
sovereignty and a conflict with the protection of national interests. The EU 
is therefore considered as a “prison European Union, which hinders the 
freedom of countries and which, for its part, is almost exclusively at the 
service of an ideology: ultraliberal globalism” (Marine Le Pen, 2018-02-
13). The demand for a return to an exclusive sovereignty located at the 
nation-state level follows this kind of diagnosis. 

Views criticising supranational sovereignty were also voiced in the 
German parliament, especially by AfD MPs. While explicit references to 
national sovereignty were limited in the Bundestag, these MPs mentioned 
the protection of national interests on numerous occasions. They contested 
decisions taken at the supranational level, claiming that they endangered 
Germany’s interests: “Of course, we share a common set of values with 
our European neighbours. But that does not replace national interests” 
(Alexander Gauland, AfD, 2018-06-28).  
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The rejection of any form of sovereignty beyond the nation-state is also 
expressed in AfD MPs’ criticism of the close cooperation for further EU 
integration between France and Germany (also contested by the French 
left-wing party FI). In the wake of the Aachen Treaty and the 
establishment of the Franco-German Parliamentary Assembly, bilateral 
cooperation was indeed considered as too deep, endangering national 
interests and autonomy: 

It has always been the line of our party that we do not want to 
interfere in the internal affairs of other countries, but we are dealing 
with a partner [France] with whom the government not only wants 
to deepen cooperation, but with whom it wants to become 
practically one.  

(Alexander Gauland, AfD, 2019-01-17) 

Along with increased Franco-German cooperation, the same parties also 
opposed differentiated integration, claiming that it would “alienate us 
from the other Europeans and blast exactly those European ideas that Ms 
Merkel and Mr Macron and the Union always invoke so deeply” 
(Alexander Gauland, AfD, 2019-01-17). 

In the Polish Sejm, references to the zero-sum concept of national 
sovereignty, denying the role of the EU, occurred almost exclusively in the 
contributions of one National Movement (Ruch Narodowy – RN) MP, 
Robert Winnicki. Such references emerged especially in the context of the 
debates on migration and to a lesser extent in the debates about future of 
Europe. In his speeches, Winnicki referred to the EU as a “super 
state”/”super power” that takes away nation-states’ sovereignty. He 
expressed the hope that in the near future the EU would disintegrate as a 
result of the political success of nationalist forces in various member 
states. With this in mind, Polish foreign policy, for example, should be 
based on bilateral relations between nation-states, with a special focus on 
the relations with large countries. Sovereignty was also defined in cultural 
terms, with the EU also presented as a threat to the state or nation’s 
cultural integrity. Multiculturalism, often linked with migration 
processes, served as the main challenges: 

We, people in Central Europe, have different notions, we have a 
different history and different experiences. We esteem such values 
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as national identity, national sovereignty, and reference to 
Christian roots. Western Europe, in this multicultural madness, in 
this madness of destroying its foundations, will try and try to 
impose the same standards and values on us. It is Poland that must 
lead the countries of Central Europe in defending itself against this 
ideological aggression, which is also expressed in the desire to 
settle illegal immigrants from alien civilisations in Poland.  

(Robert Winnicki, RN, 2016-09-02)  

The argument about cultural sovereignty was also used in the migration 
debates by representatives of the United Right. They also conceptualised 
the EU as a threat to the nation’s culture and identity. This confirms the 
findings of researchers concerning the specificity of far-right discourses in 
CEE (Brack, Coman and Crespy 2019; Góra and Zielińska 2023). 

Popular sovereignty 
As stated in the introduction, popular sovereignty is yet another 
dimension of how political actors refer to sovereignty. References to 
popular sovereignty occur mostly in the speeches of (far-) left-wing 
political parties in the French parliament (e.g. FI and PCF). Two main 
patterns can be observed in regard to popular sovereignty. Firstly, it was 
often used when debating Brexit. The British referendum was often 
considered as the “sovereign choice of voters” (Danielle Auroi, EELV, 
2016-06-28), and thus the prime example of the expression of the people. 
Brexit was therefore depicted as an example of a decision (against the 
European Union) driven by the people, which needed to be respected. 
Secondly, many references to popular sovereignty concerned the EU’s 
lack of democratic foundations. In this perspective, popular and 
supranational sovereignty were sometimes addressed together to request 
the creation of more popular consultations across the EU: “It is decisive 
and urgent to give the floor to the European peoples, to the sovereign 
peoples, so that they themselves, directly, decide on the orientations of the 
European project” (André Chassaigne, PCF, 2016-06-28)  

Criticising the concept of European sovereignty, many MPs from the (far-) 
left-wing populist party FI referred to popular sovereignty rather than 
national sovereignty: 
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Sovereignty is the undivided authority of a group over its 
population and the territory it occupies. And the legitimacy of this 
undivided authority is democracy. It is because the law is passed 
by everyone that it applies to everyone. There is therefore 
sovereignty only among the people, and there is no community 
except the legal community constituted by the constituent people 
who decide the laws that apply to them. This is where France’s 
sovereignty lies: in its people.  

(Jean-Luc Mélenchon, FI, 2017-10-10) 

In light of these parties’ socialist/communist agenda, MPs attempt to 
reach out to the working class, hence focusing on the relationship between 
citizens and the state, rather than between states or with the EU. In the 
case of the Sejm, references to popular sovereignty occurred mostly in the 
speeches of MPs from the populist, anti-establishment Kukiz’15 party. On 
numerous occasions and mostly in the context of the migration debates, 
they denied both the EU and the nation-state the right to decide about the 
acceptance of refugees. By stressing the need to organise the referendum 
to solve the issues related to the migration crisis, they allocated 
sovereignty directly to the people: 

[…] the citizens must decide in a referendum about accepting or 
not any tranche of relocated immigrants, or so-called refugees.  

(Tomasz Jaskóła, Kukiz'15, 2016-03-09) 

The referendum is supposed to make the citizens decide whether 
we want to accept immigrants and refugees into our country. This 
is not an incitement or some kind of hate speech, but it is so that 
the citizens can have their say, so that they can decide.  

(Norbert Kaczmarczyk, Kukiz'15, 2016-03-09) 

References to popular sovereignty also occurred occasionally in the 
accounts of liberal opposition parties. They do not speak on behalf of the 
people, but on behalf of citizens. In the context of their speeches, 
references to the citizens serve as a legitimising mechanism to the EU 
either through references to the accession referendum or by stressing the 
EU’s focus on citizens (“The Union is not just a union of states interacting 
with each other. It is a citizens’ Union, because it is the citizens who give 
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Europe a mandate to act” (Adam Szłapka, Modern, 2017-03-23). 
References to popular sovereignty were therefore examples of populist 
discourse, in which “the people” – depicted as a homogenous concept – 
are presented in opposition to elites. 

Conclusions  
Political actors’ use of the concept of sovereignty in debates on European 
integration captures the key tension in the overall debate on the future of 
Europe related to the division of competences between the EU and 
member states. With his proposal of European sovereignty, Emmanuel 
Macron sought to foster the federalist vision of integration, while almost 
at the same time the opposite proposal, which scholars have dubbed 
sovereignist, gained popularity. 

The proposed analytical scheme linking the models of sovereignty with 
constitutive-democratic visions of European integration reveals in the 
analysed material that sovereignty is problematised primarily through a 
national lens and political actors have a different understanding and 
narrative of European and supranational sovereignty. The Macronist 
understanding is relevant in French debates but framed differently in the 
Polish and German contexts and, even if it serves a similar function to 
support sharing and equipping the EU with sovereignty, it is articulated 
in less clear and decisive terms. It is also visible in the French context that 
the blurred meaning of the concept of European sovereignty and 
specifically its relationship to national sovereignty is an obstacle in 
achieving its aim. It is something of a “cakeist” approach – one cannot 
have both European and national sovereignty, and the nesting element is 
as difficult as is its segmented nature in the positive-sum model.  

In addition, it seems that the national nested in European sovereignty and 
positive-sum models are often blurred in the narratives of political actors 
and are not exclusive. They are utilised strategically and instrumentally in 
debates on European integration. Specifically, this is visible in the Polish 
context, in which national sovereignty has a strong discursive meaning 
and proponents of deepening of integration manoeuvre between the two 
models. Interestingly, even the otherwise sovereignist political actors 
from PiS in fact rarely invoke a complete zero-sum model of sovereignty. 
They rather limit the scope in which sharing and pooling sovereignty may 
occur, while still accepting it.  
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In the German and Polish context, debates occurred regarding the areas in 
which sharing can take place, indicating specific policy-related tensions 
within the model. The more Eurosceptic the actors, the more areas were 
preferred as areas reserved for national authorities. The key controlling 
mechanism within this model is the subsidiarity principle, indicating the 
functional aspect of sharing sovereignty. One of the most interesting 
findings is that proponents of the sovereignist vision of European 
integration – such as the right-wing PiS party in Poland – do not actually 
subscribe to the most radical, exclusive model of sovereignty occurring in 
political discourse. They just occupy the fringes of the segmented model – 
indicating that the key areas must be controlled by the nation-state. 

The zero-sum model is specifically characteristic – at least in the analysed 
debates – of far-right and radical political actors such as the German AfD 
and the National Movement in Poland. This model in its core rejects 
almost entirely the possibility of sharing sovereignty, resulting in radical 
Eurosceptic views. 

The question remains to what extent the segmented model is used by 
sovereignist actors because remaining in power and participating in the 
integration process prevents them from full indication of their vision that 
is actually a zero-sum model. This is why they share with the zero-sum 
model the cultural aspects of defining sovereignty as relying on the non-
negotiable values specific to a national community. Alternatively, 
however, the use of sovereignist claims may be instrumental for 
addressing the specific sectors of the electorate that these actors share with 
more radical parties. At their core, though, they agree with sharing 
sovereignty with supranational actors. A more nuanced set of indicators 
that would help to better delimitate the models and hence better map the 
parties’ views would be helpful in further research on the issue. 
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Annexes Chapter 4 
1. List of selected plenary debates in the three parliaments (2015–2019) 
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18/18112.pdf  
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Bundeskanzlerin: zu den Ergebnissen des Informellen 
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für Nachhaltige Entwicklung vom 25. bis 27.September 2015 
in New York 

https://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/
18/18124.pdf  
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8/18225.pdf#P.22538 

2017-05-18 Aktuelle Stunde zu den Vorschlägen von Präsident Macron 
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9/19042.pdf#P.4109 

2018-12-12 Befragung der Bundesregierung http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/1
9/19070.pdf#P.8131 

2019-01-17 Zustand der EU– Deutsch-Französische Sonderwege  http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/1
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2015-07-01 Questions sur la situation économique et financière de la 
zone euro 

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-
2015/20150245.asp#P542649 

2015-07-08 Déclaration du Gouvernement sur la situation de Grèce et les 
enjeux européens 

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-
extra/20151010.asp#P577027 

2015-07-15 Déclaration du Gouvernement sur l’accord européen relatif à 
la Grèce 

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-
extra/20151014.asp#P579731 

2015-09-16 Accueil des réfugiés en France et en Europe http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-
extra2/20152003.asp#P595574 

2016-03-31 Débat sur l’accueil des réfugiés en Europe http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-
2016/20160167.asp#P763423 

2016-05-26 Débat sur le programme de stabilité 2016-2019 http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-
2016/20160173.asp#P768044 

2016-06-28 Débat sur les suites du référendum britannique et la 
préparation du Conseil européen 

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-
2016/20160226.asp#P823706 

2017-10-10 Déclaration du Gouvernement suivie d’un débat sur l’avenir 
de l’Union européenne 
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nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180005.asp#P1035703 

http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19010.pdf%23P.742
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19010.pdf%23P.742
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19042.pdf%23P.4109
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19042.pdf%23P.4109
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19070.pdf%23P.8131
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19070.pdf%23P.8131
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19074.pdf%23P.8629
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19074.pdf%23P.8629
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19086.pdf%23P.10222
http://dipbt.bundestag.de/dip21/btp/19/19086.pdf%23P.10222
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015/20150245.asp%23P542649
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015/20150245.asp%23P542649
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015/20150245.asp%23P542649
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra/20151010.asp%23P577027
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra/20151010.asp%23P577027
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra/20151010.asp%23P577027
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra/20151014.asp%23P579731
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra/20151014.asp%23P579731
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra/20151014.asp%23P579731
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra2/20152003.asp%23P595574
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra2/20152003.asp%23P595574
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra2/20152003.asp%23P595574
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160167.asp%23P763423
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160167.asp%23P763423
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160167.asp%23P763423
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160173.asp%23P768044
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160173.asp%23P768044
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160173.asp%23P768044
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160226.asp%23P823706
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160226.asp%23P823706
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2015-2016/20160226.asp%23P823706
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180005.asp%23P1035703
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180005.asp%23P1035703
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180005.asp%23P1035703


Imagining the future of Europe 

 102  

2017-11-27 Promotion des symboles de l’Union européenne http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180072.asp#P1114640 

2017-12-07 Application du régime d’asile européen http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180088.asp#P1132676 

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180089.asp#P1133084  

2018-02-13 Élection des représentants au Parlement européen http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180139.asp#P1184654 

2018-02-15 Application du régime d’asile européen http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180143.asp#P1188920  

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180144.asp#P1190006  
 

2018-04-18 Déclaration du Gouvernement sur le projet de programme de 
stabilité pour les années 2018-2022 suivie d’un débat et d’un 
vote sur cette déclaration 

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-
2018/20180194.asp#P1239606 

2019-03-05 Débat en vue du Conseil européen des 21 et 22 mars 2019 http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/15/cri/2018-
2019/20190164.asp#P1633878 

2019-10-07 Déclaration du Gouvernement, suivie d’un débat, sur la 
politique migratoire de la France et de l’Europe 

http://www.assemblee-
nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-
extra2/20152003.asp#P595575 

Sejm 

2015-09-16 Informacja prezesa Rady Ministrów na temat kryzysu 
migracyjnego w Europie i jego reperkusji dla Polski. 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter7.n
sf/0/A8CA0F4060DE3B1CC1257EC2007
22812/%24File/100_a_ksiazka.pdf 

2016-02-09 Sprawozdanie Komisji do Spraw Unii Europejskiej o poselskim 
projekcie uchwały w sprawie polityki imigracyjnej państwa 
polskiego na forum Unii Europejskiej (druki nr 18 i 50). 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/CFEA3265E15B757CC1257F54005
D968F/%24File/11_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf  

2016-03-09 Sprawozdanie Komisji do Spraw Unii Europejskiej o 
poselskich projektach uchwał w sprawie: - polityki 
imigracyjnej państwa polskiego na forum Unii Europejskiej, - 
polityki imigracyjnej Polski. 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/7995B0D85FD508D9C1257F77002
F157D/%24File/13_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf 

2016-10-05 Informacja dla Sejmu i Senatu Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej o 
udziale Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej w pracach Unii Europejskiej 
w okresie styczeń-czerwiec 2016 r. (przewodnictwo Holandii 
w Radzie Unii Europejskiej) (druk nr 712) wraz ze 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/4D6FCFA93E71D570C1258043006
EDA2C/%24File/27_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf 

http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180072.asp%23P1114640
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180072.asp%23P1114640
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180072.asp%23P1114640
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180088.asp%23P1132676
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180088.asp%23P1132676
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180088.asp%23P1132676
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180089.asp%23P1133084
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180089.asp%23P1133084
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180089.asp%23P1133084
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180139.asp%23P1184654
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180139.asp%23P1184654
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180139.asp%23P1184654
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180143.asp%23P1188920%20
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180143.asp%23P1188920%20
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180143.asp%23P1188920%20
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180144.asp%23P1190006
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180144.asp%23P1190006
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180144.asp%23P1190006
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180194.asp%23P1239606
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180194.asp%23P1239606
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2017-2018/20180194.asp%23P1239606
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2018-2019/20190164.asp%23P1633878
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2018-2019/20190164.asp%23P1633878
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/15/cri/2018-2019/20190164.asp%23P1633878
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra2/20152003.asp%23P595574
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra2/20152003.asp%23P595574
http://www.assemblee-nationale.fr/14/cri/2014-2015-extra2/20152003.asp%23P595574
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter7.nsf/0/A8CA0F4060DE3B1CC1257EC200722812/$File/100_a_ksiazka.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter7.nsf/0/A8CA0F4060DE3B1CC1257EC200722812/$File/100_a_ksiazka.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter7.nsf/0/A8CA0F4060DE3B1CC1257EC200722812/$File/100_a_ksiazka.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/CFEA3265E15B757CC1257F54005D968F/$File/11_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/CFEA3265E15B757CC1257F54005D968F/$File/11_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/CFEA3265E15B757CC1257F54005D968F/$File/11_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/7995B0D85FD508D9C1257F77002F157D/$File/13_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/7995B0D85FD508D9C1257F77002F157D/$File/13_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/7995B0D85FD508D9C1257F77002F157D/$File/13_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/4D6FCFA93E71D570C1258043006EDA2C/$File/27_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/4D6FCFA93E71D570C1258043006EDA2C/$File/27_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/4D6FCFA93E71D570C1258043006EDA2C/$File/27_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
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stanowiskiem Komisji do Spraw Unii Europejskiej (druk nr 
714) 

2016-10-21 Pierwsze czytanie komisyjnego projektu uchwały w sprawie 
propozycji ustanowienia unijnego korekcyjnego mechanizmu 
alokacji uchodźców oraz mechanizmu solidarności finansowej 
(druk nr 894). 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/6F74FA41DE269CF0C1258053007
AE55D/%24File/28_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf  

2016-12-01 Sprawozdanie Komisji Administracji i Spraw Wewnętrznych 
oraz Komisji do Spraw Unii Europejskiej o komisyjnym 
projekcie uchwały w sprawie propozycji ustanowienia 
unijnego korekcyjnego mechanizmu alokacji uchodźców oraz 
mechanizmu solidarności finansowej (druki nr 894 i 1036). 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/2C9E4F23C2DFA8EAC125807C006
CED3E/%24File/31_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf  

2016-12-02 http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/5F19349D33B49EE4C125807D006
DD73D/%24File/31_d_ksiazka_bis.pdf  

2017-03-23 Debata nad informacją bieżąca w sprawie stanu polskiej 
polityki zagranicznej wobec Unii Europejskiej, strategii w 
zakresie integracji Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej ze strefą euro i 
realizacji zobowiązań wynikających z ratyfikacji traktatu 
ateńskiego 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/4E1412BBDD76C840C12580EC007
F55F1/%24File/38_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf#p
age=34&zoom=78.74,-484,842 

2017-03-23 Sprawozdanie Komisji do Spraw Unii Europejskiej o poselskim 
projekcie uchwały w 60. rocznicę zapoczątkowania procesów 
integracji europejskiej (druki nr 1391 i 1394). 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/4E1412BBDD76C840C12580EC007
F55F1/%24File/38_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf 

2017-10-12 Informacja dla Sejmu i Senatu Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej o 
udziale Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej w pracach Unii Europejskiej 
w okresie styczeń-czerwiec 2017 r. (przewodnictwo Malty w 
Radzie Unii Europejskiej) (druk nr 1723) wraz ze 
stanowiskiem Komisji do Spraw Unii Europejskiej (druk nr 
1804). 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/290F0B0341A2D875C12581B7007
CD43E/%24File/49_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf 

2018-09-13 Informacja dla Sejmu i Senatu Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej o 
udziale Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej w pracach Unii Europejskiej 
w okresie styczeń-czerwiec 2018 r. (przewodnictwo Bułgarii w 
Radzie Unii Europejskiej) (druk nr 2728) wraz ze 
stanowiskiem Komisji do Spraw Unii Europejskiej (druk nr 
2730). 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/D580C61F25713E0BC1258307007
CFE54/%24File/68_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf 

2019-03-13 Informacja dla Sejmu i Senatu Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej o 
udziale Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej w pracach Unii Europejskiej 
w okresie lipiec-grudzień 2018 r. (przewodnictwo Austrii w 
Radzie Unii Europejskiej) (druk nr 3145) z komisyjnym 
projektem uchwały (druki nr 3234). 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.n
sf/0/C4AC0EBBED0AB979C12583BD00
0C6500/%24File/78_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf 

 

 

2. Key words related to sovereignty used for preselection of empirical material in the three 
parliaments (2015–2019) 
 

http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/6F74FA41DE269CF0C1258053007AE55D/$File/28_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/6F74FA41DE269CF0C1258053007AE55D/$File/28_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/6F74FA41DE269CF0C1258053007AE55D/$File/28_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/2C9E4F23C2DFA8EAC125807C006CED3E/$File/31_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/2C9E4F23C2DFA8EAC125807C006CED3E/$File/31_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/2C9E4F23C2DFA8EAC125807C006CED3E/$File/31_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/5F19349D33B49EE4C125807D006DD73D/$File/31_d_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/5F19349D33B49EE4C125807D006DD73D/$File/31_d_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/5F19349D33B49EE4C125807D006DD73D/$File/31_d_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/4E1412BBDD76C840C12580EC007F55F1/$File/38_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/4E1412BBDD76C840C12580EC007F55F1/$File/38_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/4E1412BBDD76C840C12580EC007F55F1/$File/38_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/290F0B0341A2D875C12581B7007CD43E/$File/49_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/290F0B0341A2D875C12581B7007CD43E/$File/49_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/290F0B0341A2D875C12581B7007CD43E/$File/49_c_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/D580C61F25713E0BC1258307007CFE54/$File/68_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/D580C61F25713E0BC1258307007CFE54/$File/68_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/D580C61F25713E0BC1258307007CFE54/$File/68_b_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/C4AC0EBBED0AB979C12583BD000C6500/$File/78_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/C4AC0EBBED0AB979C12583BD000C6500/$File/78_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
http://orka2.sejm.gov.pl/StenoInter8.nsf/0/C4AC0EBBED0AB979C12583BD000C6500/$File/78_a_ksiazka_bis.pdf
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Key words12 

 

French (number of 
occurrences/ 
documents) 

German (number of 
occurrences/ 
documents) 

Polish (number of 
occurrences/ 
documents) 

sovereign*  

 

 

 

 

souverain* (162/70)  

 

Souverän* (17/13) 

*Hoheit* 
(Staatshoheit, 
Gebietshoheit, etc.) 
(5/5) 

 

 

suwerenn* (46/26) 

nation* 

[includes nationalism*] 

Nation* (628/221) Nation* 

 (285/99) 

narodow* (101/49)  

identity* 

 

identité* (59/11) 

 

Identität* (5/4) 

 

tożsamoś* (23/15) 

civilisation* 

 

civilisation* (29/19)  

 

Zivilisation* (1/1) 

 

cywilizacj* (24/11) 

democracy* 

 

démocratie* (125/70) 

 

Demokratie* 
(56/37) 

 

demokracj* (24/18)  

citizen* *citoyen* (282/122) 

 

*Bürger* (164/70) 

 

obywatel* (116/64) 

people* 

 

peuple* (402/98) 

 

*Volk* (51/64) 

  

naród* (10/7) 

independen* independan*independe
nt (38/28) 

 

 

unabhängig* 
(20/16)  

 

selb(st)ständig* 
(2/2) 

 

eigenständig* (2/2) 

 

niezależnoś* (7/7), 
niepodległoś (6/4)*, 
niezawisłoś (4/3)* 

 
12 The table shows the roots of words chosen in our analysis, which in the majority of 
cases allowed both the noun and adjective form to be taken into account. Nouns related 
to fixed entities such as political parties or institutions (e.g. United Nations) were 
excluded.  
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super-state; super-
power  

super-état, 
superpuissance (0/0) 

Superstaat (1/1), 
Supermacht (0/0), 

Super-EU (1/1) 

 

 

superpaństw* (2/2), 
supermocarstw* 
(3/1)  

bureaucracy; 
bureaucrat* 

bureaucrat* (11/11) 

 

bürokrat* (17/12) 

 

biurokra* (3/3) 

competen*; capabilit* compéten* 

(46/39) 

capacité* (101/69) 

 

kompeten* (10/10) 

 

fähig* (129/57) 

 

Kompetencj* 
(35/21) 

Macron Macron (96/44) 

 

Macron (130/40) Macron (1/1) 

Total number of 
occurrences / 
documents 

 1979/308  896/168  405/131 

 

 
 

 



 

Chapter 5 

Not Only Cultural: Economic Sovereignism 
in Poland 
Joanna Orzechowska-Wacławska  
Institute of European Studies, Jagiellonian University in Kraków 

Introduction 
The wave of crises that has swept through the European Union since the 
beginning of the 21st century has significantly challenged the existing 
status quo shaped in the second half of the 20th century. Starting with the 
economic and financial crisis of 2008–09, which undermined the 
confidence in self-regulation of the market and defied the belief in national 
neutrality of capital, via the refugee crisis (2015), Brexit (2016/2020), 
which shook the faith in the irreversibility of the European integration 
process, the COVID-19 pandemic (2020–2022), and finally the ongoing 
war in Ukraine (2014/2022–), the image of the EU as a stable, unshakeable 
rock has been effectively challenged. These crises have inevitably brought 
to the surface critical voices about the Union’s current political make-up, 
while also reopening the discussion about the place and the role of nation-
states in international relations. The questions about the prerogatives of 
nation-states and the acceptable (and non-acceptable) limitations to their 
power have become important points in both domestic (national) and 
international debates in many European states. Those crises have also 
further stoked already mounting scepticism towards globalisation, 
criticism of international organisations for their inability to effectively 
address contemporary challenges, and finally the growing need for 
national security. The visible consequence of these processes has been the 
re-emergence of political claims founded on the principle of sovereignty. 
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Across many European states (and beyond), voices calling for the 
strengthening of national control and a return to the traditional exclusive 
and non-divisible understanding of sovereignty, in short to “taking back 
control”, have become more and more present on the political agenda 
(Basile and Mazzoleni 2020; Kallis 2018). 

This “sovereigntist turn” (Minakov 2021) has gained momentum in recent 
years, significantly impacting relations within the EU. Most importantly, 
it has prompted reconsideration of the direction in which the EU should 
go. As emphasised in Chapter 1, sovereignist ideas about the shape of 
international relations have become increasingly present in the debate on 
the future of Europe, emerging as an alternative model for an organisation 
of political relations, a particular vision of an intergovernmental model 
whose characteristics mean it deserves an analysis in itself. 

Fabbrini and Zgaga (2022), focusing on European sovereignists, defined 
sovereignism through the prism of EU internal relations as “the attempt 
to combine the radical critique of the EU with the necessity to remain 
within the latter” (p. 2). Sovereignism in this sense emerges as an 
alternative to nationalism, from which it differs by not assuming an exit 
option, but advocates for a different EU, giving more power and 
recognition to nation-states. 

This notion of putting the interests of the nation-states above those of the 
European community (or any other international community and/or 
organisation), which resonates in Fabbrini and Zgaga’s theoretical 
proposal, is the most distinctive feature of European sovereignists. To put 
it differently, what sovereignist actors in Europe all have in common is a 
clear rejection of the federalist EU. Other than that, they remain very 
fragmented when it comes to clear positioning about the nature of the 
EU’s future make-up. In some cases, the sovereignists may opt for “less 
EU”, and in others, for “more EU”. The choice depends on whether the 
EU is seen as a deterrent or an ally in resolving vital national issues. 
Therefore, not only do these positions differ among sovereignists (the 
national and territorial dimension), but they are also changeable over 
time. This means that sovereignists’ positions are difficult to predict when 
it comes to resolving the competence-based functional differentiation 
(Fossum 2021) of the European puzzle.  
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Contemporary research on European sovereignism draws attention to its 
multifaceted character, typically including at least three divergent, but not 
mutually exclusive dimensions: political, economic and cultural (e.g. 
Mueller and Heidelberger 2020; Basile, Borri and Verzichelli 2020). 
Political sovereignism is mostly concerned with the decision-making 
process, pressing for more powers and prerogatives to be given to nation-
states. Economic sovereignism calls for more state control over economic 
policies, actors and markets. Cultural sovereignism, on the other hand, 
advocates for policies that aim at the preservation of the nation-state’s 
particular national culture, including ethnic, linguistic and religious 
identity/identities. However, when it comes to concrete policy solutions, 
these dimensions are understood in a very particular, often overly narrow 
way. Fabbrini and Zgaga (2022) as well as Baldini, Bressanelli and 
Gianfreda (2020), for example, even though they differ in regard to the 
political dimension of sovereignty in a broad sense (the former divide it 
into two: political and institutional sovereignism; the latter distinguish 
three categories: national, populist and civic), coincide in how they view 
economic and cultural sovereignism. Economic sovereignism is presented 
as opposition towards the European and Monetary Union, and cultural 
sovereignism as opposition to the EU’s openness and the effects that this 
has had on domestic societies. Based on this conceptualisation and 
empirical analysis of a wide range of sovereignist actors from France, 
Italy, the Netherlands, Poland and Hungary, Fabbrini and Zgaga conclude 
that while all sovereignists share their criticism towards the EU’s 
supranational character (what they call institutional sovereignism), as 
well as the centralised system of policy making (political sovereignism), 
their motivations differ and are either based on economic rationale 
(economic sovereignty), which is typically the domain of Western 
European countries, or cultural arguments (cultural sovereignty), which 
dominates among sovereignists from Central and Eastern Europe. 

I do not fully share this view. The problem lies first and foremost in the 
very conceptualisation of economic sovereignism per se, which should 
apply not only to monetary policy, but economic policy in general 
(meaning that it should also include fiscal policy) and its ramifications 
within the confines of the internal EU market and common policies. 
Opening the debate on economic sovereignism in such a way that it 
includes the full spectrum of economic policy solutions allows us to 
demonstrate that economic and cultural sovereignism are not exclusive, 
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but can and actually do (as the Polish and Hungarian cases clearly 
demonstrate) coexist, as this paper will further demonstrate. It also allows 
better analysis of the nature of economic policies in general, showing that 
economic sovereignism may actually be more common in the EU than one 
might suspect. 

Expanding on the discussion on sovereignism in Europe, this chapter 
focuses predominantly on economic sovereignism. The purpose of this 
contribution is twofold. Firstly, it aims to develop the three-dimensional 
model of economic sovereignism, which can be used as a template to 
assess economic policies. Secondly, it tests the applicability of this model, 
applying it to the study of four key economic policies that were introduced 
in recent years in Poland. The choice of Poland as the case study is not 
accidental. Once a champion of the post-communist transition and an 
enthusiast of EU integration, during the first ten years of its EU 
membership, Poland was a clear success story of economic convergence. 
Since 2015, however, the country has moved away from this path and 
introduced, under the national populist right-wing government headed 
by the Law and Justice (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość – PiS) party, a series of 
policies that are based on strong sovereignist claims. Contrary, however, 
to Fabbrini and Zgaga’s (2022) conclusion that Polish sovereignism 
remains predominantly cultural, I argue that it is actually both economic 
and cultural. This is because, while cultural sovereignist claims are often 
presented in policy discourse to justify certain reforms, they concern and 
regulate concrete economic areas (policy content). The paper is divided 
into four parts. Following this introduction, section two outlines the 
theoretical approach taken in this study and presents the theoretical 
model of economic sovereignism. Section three provides an analysis of the 
case study, including an examination of four economic policies that have 
been introduced in Poland post-2015 and embody the principles of 
economic sovereignism, offering an analytical summary of these policies. 
Section four provides conclusions and more general takeaways deriving 
from the study. 

Conceptual framework 
Sovereignism is a political concept that can broadly be defined as a 
principle placing sovereignty as the nation-state’s top priority (Mueller 
and Heidelberger 2020; Spiro 2000). It is based on the indivisible concept 
of sovereignty, which cannot be shared or transferred and is grounded in 
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a belief in the mutual exclusivity of territories (Basile and Mazzoleni 2020). 
In modern times, European sovereignists have often revived the 
Westphalian understanding of territory and boundaries, calling for “the 
re-territorialisation of state power” (Fabbrini and Zgaga 2022: 3), which 
translates into “the exclusion of external actors from domestic authority 
structures” (Krasner 1999: 20). They push for restoring the control of the 
national government over key policies (ibid.). This claim stems from the 
strong conviction widespread among sovereignists that national law 
should be placed above international norms (De Spiegeleire 2017: 35). 
They are not against international agreements, but only until “they serve 
to buttress ultimate and unrestricted decision-making by their citizens in 
and over their territory” (Mueller and Heidelberger 2020: 184). If any rules 
and regulations that stem from the membership in international 
institutions pose limitations to sovereignist power, they become critical of 
these institutions, portraying them as overreaching. It is for this reason 
that sovereignists seek to limit the transfer of national power to any 
supranational organisations. 

The current popularity of sovereignist claims has resulted in new strands 
of research on sovereignism, either focusing on new conceptualisations 
and typologies of modern sovereignism (e.g. Mueller and Heidelberger 
2020; Alles and Badie 2016) or exploring the relationship with other 
ideologies, especially the link between sovereignism and populism (e.g. 
Verzichelli 2020; Basile, Borri and Verzichelli 2020; Baldini, Bressanelli and 
Gianfreda 2020; Basile and Mazzoleni 2020; Kallis 2018; De Spiegeleire 
2017). Even though sovereignism is de facto a worldwide phenomenon, 
significant scholarly attention has been given to the study of its presence 
in Europe, in the form of either particular country case studies (e.g. France 
– Faure 2020; Italy – Maccaferri and Newth 2022; Stamati 2020; the UK – 
Baldini, Bressanelli and Gianfreda 2020), comparative studies (e.g. Basile, 
Borri and Verzichelli 2020; Brusenbauch Meislova and Buckledee 2021), or 
more general consideration about Europe (e.g. Auer 2022; Fabbrini 2019). 
While sovereignism resembles nationalism and both categories are 
connected, they differ in terms of the source of their political claims, as 
well as their political end goals. In short, sovereignism is organised 
around the state, and seeks to ensure its exclusive authority over its 
territory and affairs. Since the sovereignists put the interests of the nation-
state first, their voice resounds most fully in relation to international 
organisations, such as (in the European case) the EU, within which they 
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demand increased prerogatives of the nation-state. Nationalism, on the 
other hand, is concerned with nation, and seeks to protect its well-being 
(De Spiegeleire 2017: 37-38). Both meet at the level of nation-state 
relations, but conceptually and ideologically they are not congruent. 
Sovereignism is also linked to populism, and often the two concepts 
coincide. In many cases, the modern populists stood behind the rebirth of 
sovereignist ideas. In his seminal paper on sovereignism in the United 
States, Spiro calls this phenomenon “new sovereignism” (Spiro 2000). In 
Poland, which is the case study discussed here, it has been a populist 
government that has promoted the sovereignist policies. Where 
sovereignism and populism differ is the relation to whom and against 
whom their message is directed. While populists are clearly anti-elitists 
and their discourse is directed inward, i.e. to “the people” whose interests 
they claim to represent, sovereignists are more concerned with foreign 
interests, foreign business and foreign elites. Both -isms are based on 
division, yet while populism is grounded in the separation of society into 
“the people” and “the elites”, sovereignists’ main axis of division is 
between the domestic (national) and the foreign. 

Nationalism, populisms and sovereignism are in principle all 
multidimensional categories which, apart from being political 
phenomena, have also been analysed through the prism of their economic 
nature. Hence the rich body of literature on economic nationalism (e.g. 
Fetzer 2019; Colantone and Stanig 2019; Pryke 2012; Helleiner and Pickel 
2005; Pickel 2003; Crane 1998; Baughn and Yaprak 1996), economic 
populism (e.g. Benczes and Szabo 2022; Feldman and Popa 2022; Rodrik 
2018; Dornbusch and Edwards 1990), and – albeit to a lesser extent –
economic sovereignism (e.g. Mazzoleni and Ivaldi 2022; Faure 2020). On 
many occasions these terms, as economic phenomena, were defined 
separately from their political understanding. Contrary to this practice, in 
this work I take the position that, just as economic nationalism remains in 
its core first and foremost a political concept which manifests itself in the 
space of the economy, economic sovereignism should primarily be 
understood as a political category, which, as stated above, aims to “bring 
back control” and re-establish the state as the main point of reference in 
internal and external relations. 
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Model 
Regarding the economic dimension of sovereignism, in this paper I 
propose viewing economic sovereignism as a political strategy based on 
three key premises: 

(1) Statism, i.e. the desire to strengthen the position and control of the 
state within the sphere of economic activity, often done through an 
increased level of centralisation. 

(2) Promotion of national interests often associated with anti-foreign 
regulations, in the pursuit of the restoration of the people’s well-
being and the nation’s prosperity. 

(3) Contestation of supranational powers and the criticism (but not 
rejection per se) of international organisations.  

We can also add a fourth dimension, referring to the orientation, i.e. 
whether the policy is intended to bring results mostly within the national 
setting (inward orientation) or whether it aims at projection of power 
and/or international impact on the wider international scene (outward 
orientation). Both are theoretically possible when it comes to economic 
sovereignism policies. 

Poland as case study 
In this section I use this three-element template to analyse key economic 
policies recently implemented in Poland, which embody the economic 
sovereignist profile.  

Timewise, the analysis presented here covers a period of seven years, since 
2015, when PiS, heading the United Right coalition, won both the 
parliamentary and presidential elections, installing a majoritarian 
government known for its clear sovereignist direction, criticism of the EU, 
and polarising anti-elitist discourse. PiS repeated its electoral success in 
2019 and remains in power at the time of writing (2023). Andrzej Duda, a 
former PiS member, was re-elected as president in 2020. The study is 
primarily based on policy analysis exploring the motives behind selected 
legislation (discourse), its scope, and social and economic effects.  

The section is organised as follows: it starts with a detailed presentation 
of four economic policies, namely repolonisation (i.e. domestication and 
nationalisation of some sectors of Polish economy), the national 
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champions strategy, retail tax, and the Sunday trading ban. It then 
concludes by analysing these policies through the prism of the proposed 
model. 

First illustration: repolonisation  
At the heart of the Polish nationally focused economic programme lies the 
concept of “repolonisation”. This is primarily a political strategy aiming 
at the restoration of domestic ownership over important sectors of the 
Polish economy. The main idea behind repolonisation is quite 
straightforward, i.e. – to quote PiS leader Jarosław Kaczyński – to “reclaim 
the most strategic parts of the Polish economy from foreign capital” 
(Kaczyński 2022a). 

From the start, repolonisation was intended as a wide-ranging 
programme, covering various domains of economic activity, from 
banking, through energy to transportation. As such, repolonisation, along 
with a family-oriented welfare programme embodied by the Family 500 
plus policy (i.e. a monthly allowance of 500 zloty per month for each child 
under the age of 18), constituted one of the two pillars of PiS’s plan for 
Poland’s social and economic transformation. Translating the idea of 
repolonisation into practice, this strategy has consisted (so far) in the 
acquisition by national actors (mainly Polish state-owned entities) of 
foreign-owned companies that operated in important sectors of the Polish 
economy. Many of these companies used to belong to the State Treasury, 
and were bought by foreign capital in the process of Polish post-
communist privatisation during the 1990s. 

In many respects, repolonisation was intended to counter the effects of the 
privatisation, which resulted in an increased share of foreign capital. From 
the start, the process raised much criticism from many political and social 
actors, who have questioned the methods, scope and manner in which it 
was conducted. PiS politicians have been quite vocal in this respect too, 
often labelling Polish privatisation as “thieving privatisation” (Suski 
2002). Repolonisation in this context was proposed as a remedy, a 
correction measure to increase the national control over key sectors of the 
Polish economy. 

The process of repolonisation was initiated shortly after PiS won the 2015 
elections, with the banking sector being the first to be subject to 
repolonisation practices. The intention to repolonise banks was explicitly 
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announced by PiS politicians before the election. In 2015, at a presidential 
election rally, then candidate Andrzej Duda, speaking in front of the 
Polish Financial Supervision Authority Headquarters, launched a 
vehement attack on the foreign ownership structure of Polish banks: “15 
billion zloty a year. This is how much banks earn on Polish citizens, and 
this money does not stay in our country, but instead it goes to the budgets 
of the countries where the banks come from” (Szymańska 2016). This was 
a clear message that the banks would be the first prey of the repolonisation 
process. 

The first decision that commenced the repolonisation of the banking sector 
was the purchase of Alior Bank in 2016 by the Polish insurance company 
PZU, a publicly traded entity in which the control share belongs to the 
state treasury. This was later followed by the merger of BPH with Alior 
Bank at the end of 2016, to conclude with the purchase of Pekao by the 
state-controlled PZU and state-owned Polish Development Fund in 2017. 
By the end of 2017, the ownership structure of the banks in Poland 
changed significantly, and for the first time since 1999 the share of 
domestic investors in the sector’s assets became higher than the share of 
foreign investors (54.5% in 2017, against 43.4% at the end of 2016) (UKNF 
2020). 

Since 2017, the ownership situation in the banking sector has remained 
stable. It is dominated by Polish capital (over 57%), with a clear 
predominance of the public sector. According to 2021 data, Polish private 
capital covers only slightly more than 11% of the market, and the state 
more than 46%. The rest, 42.7%, belongs to foreign investors, mostly of 
Spanish, German, Dutch and French origin (UKNF 2022). 

Following the successes of repolonisation of the banks, during its seven 
years in power the PiS-led government has pursued numerous initiatives 
aimed at repolonisation of other sectors of Polish economy. These include 
the purchase in 2017 of numerous heat and power plants, from the French 
EdF and Engie by the Polish state-owned energy companies PGE and 
Enea, as well as, in the transportation sector, the procurement of railway 
and mountain cable car and funicular operator PKL by state-owned Polish 
Development Fund from Mid Europa Partners. Unlike in the banking 
sector, these activities have so far been fragmentary and have not yet 
covered entire industries. 
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There are four key peculiarities of repolonisation. First of all, it is a 
reactionary process. It is a response to modernisation and privatisation, 
intended to restore what has been lost. It is not, however, a vehicle aiming 
to bring back the past economic system. Rather, repolonisation is a 
peculiar combination of the same old mechanisms of centralisation, state 
control and heavy reliance on public property (typical of socialist-type 
economies) implemented in the institutional setup of the market economy. 
To put it simply, repolonisation is a strategy that accommodates old 
solutions into a new modern reality. Secondly, it is an inward-focused 
policy. It is directed at the Polish market and concerned with the so-called 
strategic sectors of economic activity, such as banking and energy. 
Thirdly, it is about ownership and control. The underlying principle 
behind repolonisation is the belief that, contrary to what globalists have 
said, capital actually has nationality, and thus it is not without importance 
who makes the decisions regarding strategic segments of the national 
economy. Equally important is where, i.e. in which political, geographic 
or economic setting, these decisions are being made. Thus, repolonisation 
is a clearly anti-foreign policy. Fourth and finally, the key question at stake 
is who at the national level is to exercise control and be in charge. Should 
the ownership fall to Polish private investors? Or should it be in the hands 
of the state? While theoretically both options are valid, the practice of 
repolonisation points to the prevalence of the public sector (the state) over 
private business. So far, repolonisation has proven to be a process of 
nationalisation, rather than just domestication. It was planned and 
implemented as buying out foreign investors (private or public), by either 
state-owned or state-controlled Polish companies. Such activities were 
supported by the institutions of a strong, active and increasingly 
centralised state, whose position in the economy was redefined to include 
the roles of regulator, referee and provider, as well as those of owner and 
producer. 

What makes repolonisation stand out is its discursive aspect. First of all, 
the term itself is quite peculiar. Repolonisation is actually not a new 
concept, as it was used in the past most typically to describe political and 
cultural initiatives aimed at reversing the processes of forced 
Germanisation and Russification of Polish territory and society during the 
Polish fight for independence. Use of this term to describe the activities 
aimed at increasing the share of Polish capital in the economy in the 
modern context was an interesting move, very much in line with PiS’s 
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discursive practices. Drawing on existing (old) concepts and bringing 
them out of oblivion, while modifying their original meaning and 
seemingly detaching from their original context, before finally 
introducing them into the language of everyday politics, is a very effective 
discursive technique used extensively by PiS politicians (Napiórkowski 
2019; Kłosińska and Rusinek 2019). However, these concepts, 
appropriated and adapted to the new context, do not completely lose their 
original meanings, which always resonate in the background. When it 
comes to repolonisation the overtone is obvious, evoking associations 
with the Polish defence against unjust foreign domination. This clear 
historical charge becomes at the same time the ultimate justification of all 
actions carried out in the name of repolonisation. To put it simply, 
repolonisation is legitimised by the very fact that it is a programme carried 
out in the defence of Poland and the Polish people. Repolonisation 
therefore becomes a kind of discursive bridge that brings together the past 
fight for independence with today’s struggle to maintain sovereignty.  

United Right politicians have discussed repolonisation explicitly in one of 
the two ways. In the first context, it is portrayed as a way to restore 
Poland’s greatness. This rests on the assumption that since capital has 
nationality, it is necessary to ensure that key strategic Polish resources and 
sectors stay in Polish hands. In terms of linguistic devices, the concept 
most often evoked in this context is that of “ancestral silver”, sold off 
(disgracefully) in the past and now, i.e. under the leadership of the current 
government, being retrieved. This expression is one of the favourite 
catchphrases of Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki, who uses it in 
different contexts – either to explicitly praise the progress of 
repolonisation (“the ancestral silver is coming back under Polish control”; 
Morawiecki 2017a) or to blame his political opponents for selling “our 
ancestral silver, our great companies” (Morawiecki 2018). The second 
narrative of repolonisation emphasises the importance of ownership. This 
is not about the greatness of Poland as such, but “ourness”, according to 
the principle that, in order to be strong, Poland must be fully sovereign, 
i.e. it cannot be allowed to be owned by foreign capital. It is in this context 
that we can read another statement by Morawiecki delivered in his speech 
at the Warsaw Stock Exchange in 2017: “We threw down the gauntlet to 
the economic mainstream, which indebted us and pushed us towards 
consumption. The previous 100 years have de facto been increasing the 
Polish debt, and we are reducing it. We have a trade surplus, we care 
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about the expansion of Polish capital, because it will slowly level the 
playing field. Bloomberg and Piketty, the absolute economic mainstream, 
claim that we are a foreign-owned country. We challenge this colonisation 
of our country. We want to be an equal partner for foreign entities and we 
are becoming one” (Morawiecki 2017b). 

Second illustration: national champions  
At the outset, it should be emphasised that the strategy of nurturing of 
national champions is not a Polish invention. Contrary to repolonisation, 
which by definition is a home-grown Polish initiative, the national 
champions programme is an imported policy of economic sovereignism. 
National champions have been around for long and today remain 
frequent phenomena in economic relations. Airbus, Siemens, Samsung, 
Volkswagen, Michelin, Hyundai, Fiat etc. all have in common the fact that 
they were grown as de facto national champions, i.e. companies that due 
to governmental policies (favourable treatment, financial aid, lobbying 
opportunities) were able to achieve a leading position in the national 
economies. 

The typical expectation of national champions is that, having been granted 
state support, they should become key players not only internally, but also 
beyond the domestic setting, successfully competing on the international 
arena. National champions receive preferential treatment in the hope that 
they will promote the state’s interests abroad and act as “business 
ambassadors” of the country, turning into recognisable and referential 
national brands. 

The assessment of economic policy based on the promotion of national 
champions is not unambiguous. In many respects it corresponds with the 
arguments for and against the state’s involvement in the economy. The 
opponents of interventionism policies perceive national champions as 
forms of economic protectionism, an undue and discriminatory form of 
state aid. Advocates, on the other hand, claim that such companies are not 
only important, but indispensable, especially if they operate in strategic 
segments of the economy. 

In Poland, the turn towards national champions as the strategy for Polish 
economic development is clearly related to the PiS administration, even 
though the existence of Polish national champions naturally precedes 
2015. Upon taking office, the PiS-led government clearly broke with the 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 118  

dominant hitherto policy of openness, privatisation and 
internationalisation, moving towards strong state interventionism. This 
premise was announced by Morawiecki in his first statement as prime 
minister, delivered on 13 December 2017: “the state is seriously returning 
to the game. The entrepreneurial state is now joining the entrepreneurial 
business. It was, after all, a state that has laid the foundation for the success 
behind the American Silicon Valley or Israeli innovation, or Korean or 
German industry. We need to find a golden mean between the minimum 
state which leaves its citizens behind, as was often the case in our history, 
and the sluggish bureaucratic state. We don’t want to be either of them. 
Instead, we want to make a great modernisation of Poland” (Morawiecki 
2017c). 

The Polish national champions strategy is similar to the programme of 
repolonisation in that both seek to strengthen the nation’s economic 
wealth and increase the state’s prerogatives, by increasing the 
government’s presence in the economy. Thus, when looking at the source 
of capital involved in national champions, the dominant position on the 
Polish market is occupied by state-controlled companies. In the ranking of 
national champions published regularly since 2018 by Polityka Insight, 
the top positions belong to either KGHM Polska Miedź S.A. or PKN Orlen, 
in which the State Treasury owns 31.79% and 27.52% of the shares 
respectively. The case of PKN Orlen is especially illustrative. 
Economically, the company opened the way for national champions, with 
the purchase of a Lithuanian refinery in Mažeikiai in 2006 (Czerniak and 
Bobiński 2018). Since then, it has grown to become the largest company in 
Central and Eastern Europe operating on the fuel and energy markets. It 
has successfully engaged in numerous acquisitions in the energy sector, 
including high-profile mergers with Energa, Grupa Lotos, and PGNiG. 
Organisationally, the company was initially established as a state 
enterprise, then partially privatised, and today the state treasury holds 
only a little more than a quarter of votes. However, it has been guaranteed 
special rights in the company’s status when it comes to appointing 
members of the supervisory and management boards. As a result, chief 
managerial positions, including PKN Orlen’s CEO, are clearly politically 
driven personnel decisions. It is precisely in the growing 
interdependencies between the political and the economic that the 
challenge with the national champions policy lies. Without well-
functioning normative mechanisms, this type of growing 
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interdependence can be conducive to different forms of political 
corruption and cronyism. First, there is a question of personnel, especially 
the practice of employing people related to the ruling party in state-owned 
companies, which has apparently also been the case of PKN Orlen and its 
subsidiaries. Second, there is a question of separation between business 
and political decisions. Much controversy has arisen from PKN Orlen’s 
acquisition in 2021 of Polska Press, a media company with a dominant 
position in regional dailies and nothing to do with the energy sector, but 
much to do with PiS’s long-promised media repolonisation initiative. 

Third illustration: taxes for foreign entities 
Contrary to the policies described above, which mostly aimed at 
empowering the state, the tax policy proposed by the PiS-led government 
at the beginning of its term, and especially the new retail tax discussed in 
this section, were driven by a clear anti-foreign narrative. During an 
electoral meeting in Gliwice in November 2022, Kaczyński clearly 
expressed this sentiment, saying: “Foreign large-format stores – 
hypermarkets – are not properly taxed in Poland, although they should 
be. But here, of course, the problems lie with the European Union. We 
tried, we didn’t completely lose [in this area], but we mostly failed” 
(Kaczyński 2022b). He was referring to the government’s initiatives to tax 
hypermarkets and a long battle with the European Commission to 
introduce a new retail sales tax. The law on the retail levy was passed back 
in 2016, but it only came into force much later, on 1 January 2021. The 
introduction of this tax was postponed several times, due to the 
Commission’s enquiry into its legality. This objection was, however, ruled 
against by the European General Court and the Court of Justice of the 
European Union. 

The tax must apply to all retailers operating in Poland, regardless of the 
nationality of their capital. However, given the structure of the retail 
sector in Poland, the protectionist intention behind its introduction was 
clear: to allow smaller, i.e. Polish companies to compete with bigger 
(foreign) entities. The results of this policy are yet to be seen, yet the 
prognosis and experiences so far emphasise that the levy may actually 
bring about the opposite results to those intended. The first problem 
results from the differences in retail networks’ organisational structure. 
The tax is payable when the monthly revenue from sales exceeds 17 
million zloty, therefore more dispersed networks, in which the individual 
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stores operate as separate companies under the Polish law may, in effect, 
not be levied, while the smaller but more consolidated networks operating 
as one entity will be taxed. The case of the electronics as well as home and 
household appliances sectors brings out a particularly interesting 
example. Foreign entities operating on this market are often more 
dispersed, while the Polish entities are not, thus it might actually be the 
Polish network that would be heavily levied (ZZP 2021). The other issue 
is the fact that, regardless of the ownership of the capital, the costs of the 
tax will eventually be passed on to the final consumers, causing 
inflationary pressure. 

Fourth illustration: Sunday trading ban  
Of the four policies described in this chapter, the so-called Sunday trading 
ban is a somewhat peculiar example of economic sovereignism. This is 
because the primary reason behind its introduction, as laid out in the 
citizen’s bill proposal submitted by the Solidarity trade union (Citizens’ 
bill proposal on restriction of trade on Sunday, 22 September 2016) was to 
strengthen the protection of workers’ rights and working conditions, 
which is a universal concern that the trade unions share regardless of their 
national setting. The obligation to work on Sundays was portrayed as 
harmful, especially for the female employees of large-format stores, a 
factor that induces undue stress and has negative overall effects on 
workers’ health. The legally guaranteed right to a work-free Sunday was 
considered necessary for employees’ well-being, and the existing 
regulations on this matter, including the EU’s Working Time Directive, 
were presented as unsatisfactory measures to protect the work-life 
balance. Additional renumeration for Sunday shifts or compensation for 
working on Sunday with another day off were portrayed as insufficient. 
This was most of all due to the special significance of Sunday, which is a 
typical free day for the vast majority of occupations and schools. Also 
important was the European dimension of the bill. The authors referred to 
similar restrictions operating in many European countries, explicitly 
citing the examples of Austria, Germany, Norway, Switzerland, France, 
the UK, Greece, Belgium and Denmark, where total or partial restrictions 
(depending on region, season or store size) on Sunday trading were 
already in force. 

Initially, the government’s stance towards the proposal was rather 
ambiguous. While the very idea of work-free Sundays was not 
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problematic – it was after all consistent with PiS’s family-focused 
programme – the specific solutions proposed in the act, including severe 
penalties for violating the ban, aroused a great deal of controversy. Many 
members of the PiS-led government therefore initially hesitated to fully 
support the bill in the presented form. Morawiecki, at the time deputy 
prime minister, in an interview in February 2017 stated quite simply that 
a total ban on Sunday trading was “out of the question” (Morawiecki 
2017d). 

The initial tentativeness of the government towards the adoption of the 
ban was dictated, among other factors, by economic concerns. There was 
visible opposition towards this bill, from many economic actors, including 
different trade unions. A political cost was involved. Public opinion polls 
indicated that the public remained divided when it came to introduction 
of a full Sunday trade ban. According to respondents to a CBOS survey 
(2017), a better solution than introduction of a complete ban on Sunday 
trading would have been shortening of the opening hours of shops on that 
day. All this explains why, in an interview for Catholic weekly magazine 
Gość Niedzielny, Prime Minister Beata Szydło admitted that: “Personally, I 
am in favour of having all Sundays free. We will see what the final shape 
of this law will be, but in our camp the opinions are divided. I will try to 
convince the others, but of course we also need to listen to the other side, 
because business owners have a different opinion here” (Szydło 2017). A 
similar opinion was expressed by Elżbieta Rafalska, the families minister, 
who in an interview for the TVN24 news channel admitted to support for 
work-free Sundays, but insisted on gradual implementation of this 
regulation (Rafalska 2017a). This was consistent with the concerns she had 
raised earlier the same year in an interview for Gość Niedzielny: “In my 
opinion, we should not immediately completely ban Sunday trading. This 
process needs to be broken down into stages. In my opinion, we must take 
into account the bad habit of making large purchases on Sunday. 
Although there is social consent to confining Sunday trade, a complete 
ban would not find full acceptance at the moment” (Rafalska 2017b). 

In the end, the bill restricting trading on Sundays and holidays was 
adopted on 10 January 2018 (entering into force on 1 March 2018) after 16 
months of legislative work. It was a visibly diluted version of the initial 
draft. The provision allowing for punishment by imprisonment for 
breaking the ban was removed, while the list of exemptions significantly 
expanded, to include in the final version of the bill as many as 32 specific 
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exceptions. According to Article 6 of the bill (Act on the limitation of trade 
on Sundays; 10 January 2018), the ban was not to apply, among others, to 
pastry shops, bakeries, pharmacies, restaurants, florists, souvenir and 
devotional shops, kiosks selling predominantly newspaper, tobacco, 
lottery and betting coupons, animal health facilities, commercial facilities 
at railway stations, ports, harbours and airports, duty-free stores, shops in 
petrol stations, and post offices. Shops in which trading was conducted 
personally by the owner could also stay open on Sundays. Online 
shopping was excluded from the ban, without any limitations. 

The restriction was introduced in 2018 gradually. Since 2020 it has applied 
to almost all Sundays, with a few exceptions. As a result there is a 
maximum number of seven Sundays per year when stores may remain 
open, which is precisely what the initial trade union draft anticipated. 

Although the concern for employees’ right to a free Sunday was the 
explicit rationale behind the proposal, the discussion accompanying the 
regulation revealed other, more important reasons, which may explain 
why the government finally backed the bill. For one, there was a social 
explanation. Sunday was considered a special day of rest that should be 
devoted to family and not to work or shopping. From this perspective, the 
ban on Sunday trading was an important piece of social legislation for 
both workers employed in the shops and consumers. While the former 
could now enjoy work-free Sundays, the latter were finally released from 
the urge to conduct Sunday shopping. Both groups could devote their free 
day to other, presumably family-focused activities. This social justification 
was perpetuated by two divergent, but not necessarily contradictory 
narratives. First of all, there was a clear aspirational story. The ban was 
portrayed as a standard in the EU’s developed countries. In September 
2016, just before Solidarity submitted the bill proposal, Morawiecki, 
speaking at the 26th Economic Forum in Krynica, stated: “I would like to 
point out that we are one of the last EU countries where there is no ban on 
Sunday trading” (Morawiecki 2016). He emphasised that while the scope 
of this regulation varied, “only we have a sort of free-for-all” (ibid.). 
Therefore, by regulating Sunday trading, “we want to join those countries 
that consider family life as a social value” (ibid.). Even though the 
restrictions required a change to shopping patterns, they were proof that 
Poland had finally achieved the level of development of other EU 
economies, and after years of catching up with the West, Polish society 
could enjoy prosperity and ensure a free Sunday for (almost) all. Such a 
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justification fitted well in the narrative of empowerment which PiS has 
consistently employed since the 2015 elections. PiS had rightly diagnosed 
that the expectations of the Polish society have significantly grown since 
the country entered the EU. There was visible fatigue with transformation, 
and Poles were simply unwilling to continue to fasten the belt any more 
(cf. Gdula 2017). It is worth remembering that Sunday shopping did not 
have a long-standing tradition in Poland. It was a social invention that 
came with transition and modernisation. Shops in Poland started to open 
their doors on Sundays only in 1990s, when the Polish economy was on 
the rising wave of economic transformation, opening up to new types of 
business and also inviting foreign investments in the retail sector. Even 
though the ban constituted a practical inconvenience for many shoppers, 
closing of shops on Sundays was symbolic proof that Poland, after many 
years of modernisation, was no longer a country “working its way up”. 
The fact that many Western economies have actually loosened these 
restrictions in recent years (ZPP 2019) has not impacted this narrative. 
Now, somewhat paradoxically, considering the initial international 
context, Poland is one of the few European countries with the strictest 
regulations on Sunday trading. 

The social interpretation of trading-free Sundays also had another 
dimension, namely, it referred to the religious significance of Sunday as a 
holy day. In the draft bill proposal, the religious dimension of this holiday 
was clearly emphasised from the beginning. The authors of the bill 
explicitly stated that: “Of fundamental importance for the establishment 
of Sunday as a trading-free day is a doctrine of the Catholic Church” 
(Citizens’ bill proposal on restriction of trading on Sunday; 22 September 
2016). They then devoted an important part of the justification to citing 
extensively Pope John Paul II’s apostolic letter to bishops, priests and all 
the faithful about celebrating Sundays. 

Analysing the way in which the regulation was proceeded, there is no 
doubt that the Polish Catholic Church played no smaller role than the 
Solidarity trade union in the adoption of the ban. Church representatives 
were quite vocal as to their expectations. In the official communiqué 
issued on 31 October 2017, the presidium of the Polish Episcopate made 
the Church’s position bluntly clear: “In relation to the ongoing legislative 
work on the draft act on the restriction of Sunday trading, as the presidium 
of the Polish Bishops’ Conference – taking into account the numerous 
voices of the faithful of the Roman Catholic Church and Christians from 
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other churches – we express our concern about the fate of Solidarity’s civic 
initiative, which was supported by the signatures of over 500,000 Polish 
citizens. Both the Polish Bishops’ Conference and the bishops of 
individual dioceses have repeatedly provided unanimous support to this 
initiative in communiqués and pastoral letters, counting on restoring 
Sunday as a day of rest and a time to build family bonds and strengthen 
social relations for all members of Polish society. Unfortunately, as can be 
seen from the proceedings regarding the bill so far, the currently proposed 
solutions differ fundamentally from the proposed shape of this initiative. 
Silence on our part in this matter would be a neglect of our pastoral duty 
to uphold the common good” (Presidium of the Polish Bishops’ 
Conference 2017). In the letter, addressed to “those who have a real impact 
on the shape of the law in our country” (ibid.), the Polish bishops called 
for respect for the values professed by the politicians in power during the 
election campaign. There was a certain transactional aspect to this 
message. After all, many bishops and priests actively supported the 
United Right during the parliamentary and presidential campaign. 
Finally, they cited arguments of secularisation, the chief threat to 
contemporary European societies, and at the same time referred to the 
preparations to celebrate the 100th anniversary of Poland regaining its 
independence. In this way, the Sunday trading ban ceased to be a purely 
socio-economic concern, but became a matter of Polish patriotism, a 
“glue” – as the letter explicitly stated – “strengthening the national 
community” (ibid.). As such, the regulation, while remaining economic in 
nature, has been discursively legitimised by cultural concerns. 

The other explanation behind the restriction was of an economic nature. 
Here the arguments were similar to those on the retail tax, namely to level 
the field in commercial services and provide help to small and medium-
sized Polish businesses, which in this case meant small, Polish 
neighbourhood shops, that were being pushed out of the market by large 
foreign-owned stores. This was to be achieved by the numerous 
exceptions to the Sunday trading ban, which large retail stores could not 
meet. Such was, for example, the exception that permitted the stores in 
which the owner (or franchisee) was personally working behind the 
counter to stay open on Sundays, which was the case in small towns and 
rural areas. The most controversial, however, was the ability for post 
offices to remain open. Many stores used this as a loophole. The most 
notorious example was Żabka, which, despite its friendly, Polish-
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sounding name is in fact a foreign-owned franchise of small grocery stores 
that grew rapidly on the back of this regulation, providing courier services 
in order to operate on Sundays. The regulation was sealed by the 
Amendment (14 October 2021) according to which the option allowing 
trade on Sunday applies only to those entities for which postal services 
constitute its core business. 

The effects on Sunday trading are not precisely what the lawmakers 
intended. Foreign-owned chains, especially discount stores, have changed 
their marketing model, focusing on Saturday offers and extended working 
hours, as well as testing other loopholes in the ban. Even though the ban 
benefited small shops, it did not slow down the process of their gradual 
decline (Pallus 2021). According to Nielsen data, between 2018 and the 
end of 2020 more than 4,400 small grocery stores (up to 40 square metres) 
and 2,000 kiosks disappeared from the Polish market, while the number 
of supermarkets, discount retailers and big stores actually increased. The 
e-commerce sector also grew. In 2019 alone, as Dun & Bradstreet data 
shows, 7,700 new online shops appeared. The COVID-19 pandemic of 
2020-2022 only strengthened this trend. 

Difficulties in implementing the objective of defence of Polish trade have 
encouraged policymakers to reach for solutions that have been tested in 
different areas. There is a growing temptation to extend the policy of 
repolonisation on retail. Last year (2022), Jarosław Kaczyński even hinted 
at the nationalisation of Żabka: “You know what Żabka is. These stores 
may also be bought back. We are going in this direction” (Kaczyński 
2022a). 

Economic sovereignism in Poland 
Analysing the policies presented above through the prism of the economic 
sovereignism model, as laid down in the Conceptual framework (see 
above), we can formulate four key observations (Table 1). First, all of the 
policies aim at promotion of national interests in the economy, but in the 
case of retail tax and the Sunday trading ban, and to some extent the 
repolonisation policy, they have an evident anti-foreign angle. Second, the 
statist dimension of economic sovereignism is present in all economic 
policies, but it is especially visible in the case of repolonisation and the 
national champions programme, as it advocates for the state to not only 
regulate, but also participate in the economy as an owner along with (and 
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in many cases: instead of) private businesses. Third, and perhaps 
paradoxically, the criticism of international organisations – the EU in this 
case – is the least manifested dimension. It only becomes explicit when the 
proposed policy is questioned by European institutions. This would 
suggest that sovereignists are not necessarily always critical of 
international organisation. However, they do become so when those 
institutions pose limitations to their power, which is congruent with 
Mueller and Heidelberger’s (2020) observation. This was clearly visible in 
the case of retail tax, which was initially blocked by the European 
Commission, causing much discontent and criticism in Poland and 
fuelling a Eurosceptic narrative. The criticism of the EU stopped, however, 
when a decision was reached (also by EU institutions) that was favourable 
for the Polish government. 

Finally, all of the policies discussed here are directed and implemented 
internally, and only the national champions strategy also includes an 
outward orientation, which shows that sovereignism does not necessarily 
offer a concrete proposal for organisation of the international order (the 
future of Europe debate in this case) but is mostly intended to solve 
internal issues. 

Table 1. 

Policies 
 

Degree of the 
state’s 
presence in 
and control 
over the 
economy 

Promotion of 
national 
interests 
 

Criticism of 
international 
organisation 
 

Orientation 

Repolonisation + + ++ + Inward 
National 
champions 

++ ++  Inward and 
Outward 

Taxes + ++ + Inward 
Sunday trade 
ban 

+ +  Inward 

Source: Own elaboration. 

Conclusions 
This chapter was devoted to the analysis of economic sovereignism in 
Europe. It provided a theoretical template for analysing economic 
sovereignism, using Poland as a case study.  
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Three main takeaways can be derived from this paper. Firstly, referring to 
the Polish case, the paper argued that post-2015 Poland under the 
leadership of the Law and Justice party has demonstrated a strong 
sovereignist bias. While questioning the authority of the EU institutions 
and the rules governing the decision-making process within the EU 
(which is typically referred to as political sovereignism (Fabbrini and 
Zgaga, 2022)), the PiS-led government has also exposed strong economic 
sovereignist positions on top of an often polarising cultural discourse 
(cultural sovereignism). While this observation was based on one 
country’s experience, it has wider ramifications, namely that economic 
and cultural sovereignism are not mutually exclusive. The division 
between the two in the context of Europe’s West-East axis, with the 
economic rationale corresponding with Western European sovereignists 
and the cultural one with those in Eastern Europe (Fabbrini and Zgaga 
2022), is not supported by empirical study. Sovereignism in Poland, as 
presented here, is as economic as it is cultural, and the two are 
intertwined. While the substantive policies (as illustrated by the four types 
of policies) are economic in nature, they arise from social concerns and are 
often justified with cultural reasoning. 

Secondly, the chapter took economic sovereignism out of the overly 
narrow framework of monetary policy, proposing to analyse it in relation 
to various types of economic policies. In order to do so, it proposed a 
three-dimensional model of economic sovereignism, defining it through 
the prism of (1) statism, (2) promotion of national interests, and (3) 
criticism (but not necessarily refusal) of supranational organisations. 
Application of this model to the study of sovereignist policies in other 
countries would allow for a fuller view of the objectives and areas of 
activity of European sovereignists, which not only affect relations within 
the EMU, but also significantly affect the functioning of the single 
European market. 

Thirdly, sovereignism needs an international setting: it can only exist if 
there is a perceived (or actual) infringement of nation-states’ powers. 
Sovereignists do not question countries’ membership in international 
organisations; they do, however, tend to challenge the existing rules of the 
game. And very often they do so for the purpose of an internal power 
game in their respective countries. It is curious how European 
sovereignists’ positions vis-à-vis the EU depend on whether or not certain 
policy solutions introduced at the EU level are perceived – and 
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communicated to the national audiences – as consistent with national 
interests. This makes sovereignists a very heterogeneous group, a form of 
political and ideological platform whose only common denominator is a 
preoccupation with safeguarding the interests of nation-states. Because 
sovereignism is based on the belief of the primacy of nation-state interests 
over any supranational governance structures (Spiro 2000), economic 
sovereignism in Europe may pose a significant challenge for the adoption 
of European policies also within the regulations related to the EU’s core 
economic areas. 
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Introduction  
Amid increasing contestation, a renewed debate on the future of Europe 
(FoE) has been taking place since 2015, involving institutions, civil society 
and citizens at different levels. The European Parliament (EP) acts as the 
main agora dedicated to discussing not only current EU policies and 
activities but also the future of the European project as such (Drachenberg 
and Kotanidis 2019; Thevenin and Umit 2023). The White Paper on the 
Future of Europe drafted by the European Commission (EC) (European 
Commission 2017) and the EP debates that followed triggered an 
extensive discussion about not only the current state of the EU but also the 
visions of EU integration in the future. These EP debates aimed to map the 
support for the proposals included in the White Paper, as well as to create 
an open forum for alternative visions, policy proposals, remarks and 
ideas. The format of the debates hence provided an unprecedented 
opportunity for Eurosceptic or anti-EU actors to voice their concerns and 
visions for the EU’s future. 

Immediately after the 2014 European elections, scholars noted a rise in the 
presence and popularity of Eurosceptic actors in the EP, accompanied by 
anti-EU rhetoric (FitzGibbon 2014). Discussion on the migration crisis, 
economic issues and democratic deficit provided a fertile ground for 
cooperation between right-wing Eurosceptics (Startin and Brack 2017, 38). 
While research focusing on the right-wing Eurosceptic groups in the EP 
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investigates strategies and (non-)cooperation in policymaking (Startin and 
Brack 2017; Brack 2018; McDonnell and Werner 2019; Diermeier, Frohwein 
and Nau 2021; Börzel and Hartlapp 2022), the attitudes towards the future 
of the European project remains under-researched. 

EP party groups influence policy making and the agenda of the EU and 
thus have a direct impact on European integration. In this perspective, we 
aim to contribute to the existing literature on right-wing Euroscepticism 
in the EP by focusing on the supply side of Euroscepticism. Applying an 
actor-centred perspective, right-wing Eurosceptic groups in the EP are at 
the core of our analysis. The main objective of our research is to analyse 
how MEPs belonging to these groups discursively frame the future of the 
European project during specific parliamentary debates on the future of 
Europe. By qualitatively analysing the speeches of the Eurosceptic MEPs, 
we examine whether, in the specific context of the FoE debate, selected 
right-wing Eurosceptic parliamentary groups form a unified bloc in the 
European Parliament, or at least which arguments they share and what 
alternative vision(s) of the EU’s future they propose. 

Drawing on the existing literature on (the future of) European integration, 
we pay particular attention to certain proposals for reforming the EU – 
including the possibility of differentiated integration. In order to 
understand Eurosceptic attitudes, we focus on the arguments driving anti-
European stances, such as perceived dominance in the EU – either within 
the EU political system or between EU member states (EUMS). We see 
parliamentary debates on the future of Europe as providing a good 
avenue for research on the discussed diagnosis of the EU’s possible 
malfunctioning (with regard to democracy and dominance in the EU), as 
well as potential reforms and visions of the future of European integration 
advocated for by right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs. 

While the FoE debate could present a challenge to Eurosceptic actors, 
given that their criticism of the European project is rarely accompanied by 
a detailed proposal for the development of the EU in the future, the 
repeated public appearances of prominent right-wing leaders (also 
sometimes MEPs), such as Matteo Salvini, Jarosław Kaczyński and Marine 
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Le Pen may give the impression that the Eurosceptic bloc has prepared a 
proposal to reform and “save Europe”.13  

Looking at discourse on the future of European integration, this chapter 
addresses this specific issue of Eurosceptic groups possibly forming a 
united bloc in their vision of the future of Europe. However, our results 
rather point to a united lack of concrete proposals regarding the future of 
the EU. 

The chapter starts with theoretical considerations presenting right-wing 
Euroscepticism and the selected EP groups for analysis, taking into 
account their characteristics and the possibility of a common front in the 
debate on the future of Europe. Thereafter, we move on to the significance 
of the recent debate on the future of Europe for the study of European 
integration and attitudes towards the EU. After a short presentation of the 
gathered data and applied methodology, our findings are presented 
focusing on 1) right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs’ participation in FoE debates, 
2) their stances on the future of European integration, and 3) their 
perceptions of dominance within the EU. 

Right-wing Euroscepticism in the European Parliament  
Often associated with criticism of the European project, Euroscepticism 
claims the need to limit European integration. While the degree and the 
basis of this criticism may vary, studies on Euroscepticism also 
demonstrate that anti-EU stances can be based on strategic and/or 
ideological foundations (Vasilopoulou 2018, 4). Although criticism 
towards the EU or EU policies can also be traced among left-wing parties, 
the strongest EU contestation may be found on the right of the political 
spectrum (Vasilopoulou 2011; 2018). Therefore, this chapter focuses 
specifically on right-wing Euroscepticism, which notably tends to be 
associated with nationalism. In that vein, the European project is seen as 
a danger to national identity and sovereignty and subsequently contested. 
Right-wing Euroscepticism also maintains links with another thin-centred 
ideology, i.e. populism, which claims to represent “the people”, who are 

 
13 See for instance the opinion column from Marine Le Pen published on the National 
Rally’s website “60 years of the Constitution: saving nations to save Europe” (“60 ans 
de la Constitution : sauver les nations pour sauver l’Europe”), 2018, retrieved from the 
Rassemblement National website: https://rassemblementnational.fr/tribunes-
libres/60-ans-de-la-constitution-sauver-les-nations-pour-sauver-leurope/.  

https://rassemblementnational.fr/tribunes-libres/60-ans-de-la-constitution-sauver-les-nations-pour-sauver-leurope/
https://rassemblementnational.fr/tribunes-libres/60-ans-de-la-constitution-sauver-les-nations-pour-sauver-leurope/
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oppressed or dominated by “corrupted elites” at both the domestic and 
supranational levels (Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017). 

In the model proposed by Vasilopoulou (2018, 15), right-wing 
Euroscepticism can be “categorised into the rejectionist, conditional and 
compromising patterns of opposition towards European integration”. 
However, as McDonnell and Werner’s study (2019) demonstrates, the 
majority of Eurosceptic MEPs in the eighth term of EP eschew total 
rejection of the EU, instead focusing on voicing the urgent need for EU 
reform. The main reason for this is the high public support towards EU 
membership observed in the majority of EUMS after Brexit. In the eighth 
EP term, three party groups were considered as right-wing: the European 
Conservatives and Reformists (ECR), Europe of Freedom and Direct 
Democracy (EFDD), and Europe of Nations and Freedom (ENF) 
(McDonnell and Werner 2018; 2019). 

The first of the groups studied – the European Conservatives and 
Reformists – is also the biggest one. In the 2014 EP elections, it received 
9.32% of votes and 70 seats (European Parliament 2014a). Cooperation was 
initiated with the Prague Declaration in 2009, signed by the UK 
Conservatives, the Polish Law and Justice party (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość 
– PiS), the Czech Civic Democratic Party (Občanská Demokratická Strana 
– ODS), the Belgian List Dedecker (Lijst Dedecker – LD), the Bulgarian 
Order, Law and Justice (Ред, законност и справедливост – RZS) and the 
Latvian For Fatherland and Freedom/LNNK (Tēvzemei un 
Brīvībai/LNNK – TB/LNNK). In its founding declaration, the ECR 
stressed the “urgent need to reform the EU based on Eurorealism, 
Openness, Accountability and Democracy”, underlining the importance 
of sovereignty (ODS 2009). 

The second group analysed is Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy, 
perceived as the successor to EFD (Europe of Freedom and Democracy), 
which was present in the seventh EP. In the 2014 EP elections, the EFDD 
group received 48 seats (6.36% of votes), which made it the least numerous 
political group (European Parliament 2014a) until the creation of ENF. 
EFDD was dominated by the UK Independence Party (UKIP) (24 MEPs) 
and the Italian Five Star Movement (Movimento 5 Stelle – M5S) with 17 
MEPs (Franzosi, Marone and Salvati 2015, 118). Looking at the 
composition of the group, it seems that EFDD was one of the less 
ideologically coherent groups in the eighth EP term, and according to 
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VoteWatch (2019) it had the lowest cohesion rate among all political 
groups. McDonnell and Werner (2019, 98; 126) argue that smaller parties 
treated EFDD (as well as EFD previously) as a “halfway house” to the 
mainstream, while the bigger parties, like the EU-rejectionist UKIP and 
populist M5S, fitted into different ideological frames. 

The third group included in our study is the Europe of Nations and 
Freedom group, formed in 2015. Most of its MEPs were members of 
parties in the Movement for a Europe of Nations and Freedom (MENF) 
Europarty. The EP group included MEPs representing the French 
National Rally (Rassemblement National – RN), the Freedom Party of 
Austria (Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs – FPÖ), the Italian Northern 
League (Lega Nord – LN), the Flemish Vlaams Belang (VB) and a former 
UKIP member, Janice Atkinson, as well as non-MENF politicians, 
members of the Dutch Party for Freedom (Partij voor de Vrijheid – PVV) 
and the Polish Congress of the New Right (Kongres Nowej Prawicy – 
KNP) (Styczyńska and Thevenin 2021). At the end of the eighth term of 
the EP, this group consisted of 36 MEPs representing eight member states 
and was led by two chairmen, Nicolas Bay (RN) and Marcel de Graaff 
(PVV) (ibid.). Interestingly, membership in MENF was individual and not 
every member joined ENF (McDonnell and Werner 2019, 133), while 
ENF’s MEPs did not hold any position in the EP bureau in either part of 
the term (European Parliament 2014b). 

Although none of the right-wing Eurosceptic groups in the eighth EP was 
ideologically coherent, the ECR was the biggest and the most influential 
group. We can categorise their rhetoric as compromising Euroscepticism, 
despite the changes in the political arena throughout the EP term and the 
fact that the ECR accepted radical right-wing parties like the Danish 
People’s Party (Dansk Folkeparti – DF), Alternative for Germany 
(Alternative für Deutschland – AfD), and the Finns Party 
(Perussuomalaiset – PS), even though they were previously refused 
membership (McDonnell and Werner 2019, 57-58). This cooperation can 
be perceived as a “respectable marriage” that opens the gates to the 
mainstream to radical parties and helps them overcome their extreme or 
un-coalitionable status at the national level (ibid., 91). Despite having an 
EU-rejectionist component (UKIP), EFDD seemed to be less ideologically 
coherent, and cooperation between its members in the European arena 
was less visible. ENF, the most radical Eurosceptic group, chose to make 
extreme rhetoric a “new normal”, focusing mainly on migration. This 
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became a salient issue after the 2015 refugee crisis, and their calls for 
limiting migration to the EU were therefore presented as a pan-European 
issue of great importance (ibid., 160). 

Although views on EU policies may differ among right-wing Eurosceptic 
groups in the EP, it is interesting to observe whether the topic of the future 
of Europe generated coherence in the parliamentary arena. In the past, 
both internal and external challenges to the EU provided fertile ground 
for the cooperation of right-wing Eurosceptics. Interestingly, even if 
advocating for similar solutions, cooperation around the right-wing party 
family is rather more visible at the transnational or regional level than 
within European institutions such as the EP (Startin and Brack 2017, 38). 
Traditionally, right-wing MEPs would agree on the need to limit 
immigration, criticism of globalisation, and claims that the process of EU 
integration has gone too far, giving EU institutions too many prerogatives 
and being a danger to national sovereignty. They would express criticism 
towards EU bureaucracy and underline that EU institutions are becoming 
too dominant in relations with member states. 

As previously mentioned, most researchers studying Euroscepticism 
agree that right-wing groups contesting European integration are no 
longer on the fringes of the political debate; some of them have become 
mainstream, with their voice being heard in the debate on the future of 
Europe. This is addressed in the following section. 

Debate on the future of Europe 
Amid multiple crises and contestation from diverse sides, the past few 
years have marked a crucial moment for the future of the European 
project. A debate on the future of Europe is indeed happening in both the 
institutional and the academic arenas, within which the EU seems to be at 
a crossroads, yet to decide on the path integration should follow. The 
reaffirmation of national sovereignty in opposition to EU integration 
notably sparked this renewed discussion on Europe’s future (Fabbrini 
2019). 

Institutionally, increased discussions on the future of European 
integration have been happening since 2015, at European, national and 
local levels. From EU institutions – with the 2015 Five Presidents’ Report 
(European Commission 2015) or the 2017 White Paper on the Future of 
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Europe (European Commission 2017) – to citizens and civil society actors 
involved in the 2021–2022 Conference on the Future of Europe, Europe’s 
future is at the heart of substantive debates. The goal of this 
comprehensive exercise initiated by the EU is to think anew about the path 
forward to European integration. While the EU is facing growing 
opposition, this debate serves as the occasion for many (political) actors to 
discuss and rethink the EU’s competencies and functioning. The European 
Parliament is no exception – in 2017, EP President Antonio Tajani initiated 
a series of debates on the future of Europe during plenary sessions. These 
debates, conducted with EUMS’ heads of state or governments, were 
followed by remarks from all parliamentary groups of the EP. The main 
aim of these debates was to map the support towards proposals that were 
included in the EC’s White Paper on the Future of Europe, as well as to 
open the floor to alternative visions, policy proposals, remarks and ideas. 
This open forum therefore also provided an avenue for Eurosceptic and 
EU-pessimistic politicians within EU institutions to voice their views on 
the future of the European project. In this perspective, one of our key 
research questions seeks to investigate to what extent right-wing Eurosceptic 
MEPs discuss the future of European integration. Academic literature shows 
that right-wing Eurosceptic actors are often focusing on specific issues 
(such as migration) rather than the broader future of European 
integration. A strong focus on migration is indeed at the core of right-wing 
Eurosceptics’ claims, containing criticism towards both internal EU 
movement (Toshkov 2021) and migration from outside the EU (Kentmen-
Cin and Erisen 2017).  

Scenarios on the path that EU integration could take have notably been 
developed by EU institutions. The 2017 White Paper on the Future of 
Europe published by the EC provides key scenarios regarding the possible 
state of European integration by 2025, evolving from an ever-closer EU 
(“Scenario 5: Doing much more together”) (European Commission 2017, 
24) to the reinforcement of the current status quo (“Scenario 1: Carrying 
on”) (ibid., 16). The range of EU competences is also at stake in these 
developed scenarios, with a possible refocusing on specific policy areas 
(“Scenario 4: Doing less more efficiently”) (ibid., 22) and a strict 
concentration on economic matters only (“Scenario 2: Nothing but the 
single market”) (ibid., 18). The EC also envisions the possibility of 
increased selective cooperation between willing member states on specific 
policy matters as developed by “Scenario 3: Those who want more do 
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more” (ibid., 20). Our research pays particular attention to the scenarios 
developed by the EC, investigating whether and how they are addressed 
and assessed by right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs. Should right-wing 
Eurosceptic MEPs offer alternative proposals, our research analysed the 
mooted direction of European integration – more or less integration – and 
the policy areas in which integration is seen as desirable, as well as how it 
is justified. The justifications for or against a policy proposal were 
operationalised to encompass utilitarian (material and cost-related) and 
identitarian (values and identity-based) arguments (Sørensen 2008; 
Boomgaarden et al. 2011). Furthermore, drawing on Vasilopoulou, right-
wing Eurosceptics’ opposition towards the EU was considered regarding 
the definition, principle, practice and future of European integration 
(2011, 231). Investigating right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs’ position towards 
(the future of) European integration allows us to address the issue of a 
possible “Eurosceptic bloc” in the EP. While, as previously mentioned, 
research demonstrates a plurality of Euroscepticism, we expect a certain 
cohesion of right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs in their vision of the future of 
European integration. 

The increased institutional debate on the future of Europe echoes the more 
theoretical debate on the future of European integration occurring in 
academia, notably with regard to differentiation. In this vein, the concept 
of differentiated integration (DI) is one example of an overreaching vision 
for the future of European integration (Fossum 2015). DI has received 
increasing academic attention in the past few years (e.g. Leuffen, 
Rittberger and Schimmelfennig 2013; Fossum 2015) as being a 
phenomenon already in place in the EU – e.g. the different opt-ins and 
opt-outs granted to EUMS on specific policies – which could be 
increasingly developed in the future, depending on the direction taken by 
the EU regarding its integration. DI might indeed take diverse forms and 
be observed both within the EU and in its external relations (Cianciara and 
Szymański 2019). DI results in both support and opposition at member-
state level (Adler-Nissen 2014), but also among the citizenry (Leuffen, 
Müller and Schüssler 2020). The presence of Eurosceptic parties in 
government likely results in increased bargaining for DI in the EU 
(Winzen 2020). Our research explores right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs’ 
stances on DI, notably questioning whether DI is mentioned and how it is 
assessed. 
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While the outcomes of this differentiated phenomenon regarding 
democracy in Europe are still a matter of enquiry, recent academic work 
focuses on the interconnection between differentiation, democracy and 
dominance (Fossum 2019). With a broader understanding than DI, EU 
differentiation addresses the political arrangements in the polity (Fossum 
2015). Differentiation envisages that modern political systems are 
differentiated notably along territorial and functional lines (Parsons 1971). 
In this perspective, the EU presents a specific case of differentiation within 
multilevel governance that can be analysed through four dimensions 
(Fossum 2019). The first dimension of differentiation refers to the 
institutional setting and the balance of powers and capacities between EU 
institutions, as well as member-state-level institutions. Functional 
differentiation focuses on the range of capacities granted to the EU, while 
territorial differentiation reflects on the territorial order of capacities. 
Finally, citizens’ access to rights addresses the division of rights 
(harmonisation or imbalance) in the EU (ibid.). Differentiation raises 
serious concerns about the democratic consequences of such a process, 
which can possibly lead to dominance within the EU system (ibid.). 

Dominance is an important relational element in the current setting of the 
EU, proposing that asymmetrical relationships might be observed 
between several EUMS or between EUMS and EU institutions (Fossum 
2019). Dominance in this perspective is defined as a “relationship or a 
circumstance wherein an actor (be that a person, an organisation, or a 
collective) can be arbitrarily interfered with and/or manipulated” (ibid., 
2) and might take different forms, including the limitation of a given 
actor’s choices, lack of recognition, etc. While it necessarily impacts the 
EU’s democratic environment, dominance per se may not be perceived 
negatively by the dominated structure or actors, as it might be the result 
of voluntary submission (ibid., 32). In this perspective, Orzechowska-
Wacławska, Mach and Sekerdej (2021) demonstrate that several 
arguments justifying asymmetrical relations were advanced by Polish 
members of parliament in the context of EU accession debates in the Polish 
parliament. On the contrary, dominance can be perceived negatively by 
some actors and result in fierce opposition. In this regard, our research 
pays attention to dominance as right-wing Eurosceptic actors often 
assume a contesting stance towards the EU. Euroscepticism is indeed 
often linked with populism and utilises the “us” versus “them” 
dichotomy, pointing to national and European elites as the “corrupted 
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elites” that not only ignore the “pure” people but try to dominate the 
sovereign nation-states (Bešlin et al. 2020). In this vein, the notion of 
dominance is in line with the argument about the oppressive elite, being 
a foreign, dominant actor, imposed from above. Dominance has both 
structural and relational aspects (Shapiro 2012), which our research seeks 
to capture by focusing on the perception of dominance, as well as the said 
dominating entity (i.e. EU institutions, EUMS, specific political actors, 
etc.). In the codebook used for the analysis, dominance was thus 
operationalised as the perception by MEPs of being or feeling dominated 
by another actor or entity. We therefore investigated how dominance was 
mentioned by right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs, and whether dominance was 
assessed negatively or positively. When dominance was addressed, we also 
looked at which actor was perceived as dominating, as well as MEPs’ proposed 
measures to counter this perceived dominance. 

Data and methodology 
Our research is based on an analysis of a series of plenary sessions held in 
the EP on the future of Europe as a fruitful context to investigate discourse 
on and visions of the future of European integration. From this 
perspective, Eurosceptic MEPs present an interesting and important case 
study due to their established critique of the EU. We analysed speeches 
performed during the plenary debates on the future of Europe held during 
the eighth term of the EP. A total of 20 debates, taking place from January 
2018 to April 2019 (see Annex 1), were analysed. As presented in Chart 1 
below, the multilingual dataset consists of 134 speeches of Eurosceptic 
MEPs (ECR: 68; EFDD: 39; ENF: 27), representing most EUMS.  
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Figure 1: Share of MEPs’ speeches by political group and nationality  
Source: authors’ own elaboration. 
In order to analyse how the right-wing Eurosceptic groups in the 
European Parliament discursively frame the future of the European 
project, we coded and analysed MEPs’ speeches from the ECR, ENF and 
EFDD groups. We carried out a qualitative content analysis of the selected 
parliamentary debates (beforehand translated into English) to explore 
MEPs’ positions on the future of Europe and to search for patterns of 
opposition towards the European project. The coding was conducted 
using MAXQDA software, based on a codebook (see Annex 2) exploring 
the policy areas mentioned, attitudes towards policy proposals, stances 
regarding dominance, as well as visions of European integration, 
including DI. In the context of debates on the future of Europe, our 
analysis uses the visions of European integration as a dependent variable 
and belonging to a right-wing Euroscepticism group in the EP as an 
independent one. 
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The future of Europe framed by right-wing Eurosceptics 

MEPs’ participation and addressed policy areas 
The FoE debates provided an interesting venue for MEPs to discuss the 
future of the European project. Based on the political groups’ size and 
parliamentary rules, differences were noticeable in the engagement of the 
different parliamentary groups during plenaries. Of the three 
parliamentary groups included in this study, MEPs from the ECR group 
were more active (50.7% of analysed speeches) than those of EFDD or 
ENF, possibly because the ECR was the biggest group. Comparatively in 
size, however, MEPs from EFDD were more active in spoken comments 
and questions (29.1%) than their counterparts from ENF (20.1%). 

MEPs’ involvement in FoE debates also depended on the head of state or 
government invited. In many cases, when a given head of state or 
government addressed the EP, most of the participation in the debates was 
from MEPs from the same member state. As a result, right-wing 
Eurosceptic MEPs, like other MEPs, were more active during the FoE 
debate with their national representative, consequently seeing it as an 
opportunity to discuss domestic issues. This point is particularly 
exemplified by Slovak MEPs, only three of whom – all from the ECR 
group – intervened during the 20 FoE debates. The three speeches only 
took place during the debate in which the Slovak prime minister was 
addressing the European Parliament and focused primarily on domestic 
issues. Hence, debates on the future of European integration tended to be 
seen especially from national perspectives and proposals on the future of 
Europe from Eurosceptic MEPs were consequently relatively absent from 
the debates. 

Overall, the policy that was most addressed by Eurosceptic MEPs during 
debates on the future of Europe was migration and mobility (24.6% of 
coded data), followed by the European Monetary Union (EMU) (15.7%) 
and Brexit (9.7%). In most of the cases, even if the debate was supposed to 
be about the future of European integration, the analysed Eurosceptic 
MEPs did not refer directly to the proposed five scenarios on the future of 
the EU. 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 147  

 

Chart 2: MEPs’ mentions of policy areas by political group  
Source: authors’ own elaboration. 
As demonstrated in Chart 2, the MEPs representing the ECR group spoke 
more about the crisis of the Eurozone, defence and the future of Europe 
than those from EFDD and ENF. The latter two dedicated more time to 
expressing their stance on migration and the refugee crisis. Furthermore, 
as previously mentioned, issues with domestic repercussions were 
particularly discussed when MEPs addressed the EP. 
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Chart 3: MEPs’ mentions of policy areas by nationality  
Source: authors’ own elaboration. 
As shown in Chart 3, the national context and issues with a national 
impact were therefore predominantly visible in MEPs’ speeches. Polish 
Eurosceptic MEPs, for instance, focused rather on the rule of law and the 
dispute between the Polish government and the EC than on the FoE per 
se. They used their time to comment on the resolutions adopted by the EP 
regarding the rule of law in Poland and criticised the involvement of the 
EC in the internal matters of EUMS, especially in Poland and Hungary. 

[W]hen I hear about the separation of powers in Poland, the 
problem of the separation of powers, I think: “Come on!” Here we 
have a Commissioner, a Commissioner who is representative of the 
executive body, and the Commissioner is telling the Polish 
Parliament and the Polish courts what to do with this and that law, 
or how this law should be changed. Is that an example of the 
separation of powers? It is a blatant violation of the separation of 
powers.  
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(Ryszard Antoni Legutko, PL, ECR, 4 July 2018) 

These types of arguments demonstrate that right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs 
do not support deeper political integration; they would rather opt for 
economic cooperation only, as EU membership is seen as giving “clear 
benefits from being able to trade with the whole of Europe” (Peter 
Lundgren, SE, ECR, 3 October 2018). 

In several other cases, the debates were similarly used to further discuss 
internal issues, e.g. Greek MEPs debated on the dispute between Greece 
and North Macedonia or Turkish military activities, rather than FoE. From 
this perspective, Brexit, as an important European issue concerning the 
future of European integration, is particularly mentioned by British MEPs, 
especially Nigel Farage. The issue seems to be important for the MEPs 
representing the ECR and EFDD group, who used Brexit as a warning for 
the future of the European project. The UK withdrawal is also referred to 
as a loss of opposing power within the EU, especially in the face of a strong 
Franco-German consensus on EU politics: 

[T]he United Kingdom has always acted as a constructive 
opposition, as a countervailing force against the often too dominant 
Germany-France axis. However, there is an old trauma in Berlin: 
people never want to become dominant again. So ultimately, 
within that German-French axis, Paris determines what will 
happen. That means, especially now with Macron, even more 
Europe. The exit of the United Kingdom means that the country in 
the European Union that counterbalanced in a sober and 
constructive way has disappeared.  

(Peter van Dalen, NL, ECR, 13 June 2018) 

Accordingly, in a similar way to migration, Brexit was discursively linked 
to dominance in the EU, which was seen as coming from certain EUMS as 
well as EU institutions. In essence, our results demonstrate that right-wing 
Eurosceptic MEPs focused on specific policy issues, notably migration, 
rather than the future of Europe in broad terms. But more than being 
policy-focused, the MEPs were also oriented to national issues. They 
notably took the opportunity of having (their) national head of states or 
governments to directly address the national electorate on issues with 
domestic implications; they did so more often than other EP groups. As 
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shown by Thevenin and Umit (2023), other EP groups also had more 
elaborate visions for Europe’s future, while right-wing Eurosceptic 
groups came up with comparatively limited proposals.  

Stances towards the future of the European project and 
differentiated integration  
When discussing the future of European integration, right-wing 
Eurosceptic MEPs have a rather pessimistic stance: “The EU has no right 
to a future. The EU has no future. The future of Europe is to the nation 
states and its people” (Marcel de Graaff, NL, ENF, 30 May 2018). 

A general lack of proposals is visible regarding the future of the European 
project, as the MEPs tended to focus mostly on national issues. The FoE 
scenarios as described in the White Paper were scarcely mentioned during 
the debates (7.5% of coded material) and mostly criticised. The few 
mentions of the scenarios opposed the centralisation of power to EU 
institutions as presented in most of the proposed scenarios. Eurosceptic 
MEPs rather favoured a scenario stressing national sovereignty. Although 
MEPs did not explicitly mention the proposed scenarios in the White 
Paper, they referred to the future of the EU in general. All three groups 
spoke with the same voice, claiming that there should be less political 
integration within the EU. The main criticism referred to the practice of 
EU integration (28.4% of coded data), as opposed to criticism of the future 
of European integration (6%) or the very principle of European integration 
(0%). Throughout our analysis, we did not detect any rejectionist voices, 
meaning that although there was criticism towards the current shape of 
the EU, the very idea of European integration was not contested by 
Eurosceptic MEPs. 

European identity and culture were mentioned as being threatened by the 
EU’s current (secular) policies and its “globalist agenda of self-
destruction” (Marcel de Graaff, NL, ENF, 14 March 2018). In this respect, 
alternatives were mentioned, such as the Europa Christi movement, 
which underlines the need to follow “basic European values such as 
Christianity, that should be mentioned in the EU documents”, as well as 
“the protection of life from conception to natural death and traditional 
model of family” (Mirosław Piotrowski, PL, ECR, 23 October 2018). 

Overall, Eurosceptic right-wing MEPs rather favoured a Union of 
European nations, i.e. with a strong emphasis on national identity or 
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sovereignty: “Only a Europe based on nation-states and peoples can be an 
alternative to the Europe of banking and multinationals” (Notis Marias, 
EL, ECR, 6 February 2018). Eurosceptic MEPs therefore firmly rejected the 
vision of a federal Europe and favoured deeper cooperation in some 
specific areas, but not broader collaboration in terms of the number of 
policies. A certain kind of cooperation (mostly economic) in Europe was 
therefore perceived as beneficial, but no more: 

Most people want a Europe of genuine trade, friendship and 
cooperation. They do not want rule from Brussels.  

(Gerard Batten, UK, EFDD, 13 June 2018) 

We were therefore able to ascertain from indirect declarations that MEPs 
advocated for a less integrated EU mostly based on economic cooperation 
(although sometimes security and defence policy were also mentioned as 
a policy area in which European cooperation is valuable). The very idea of 
European integration was not disputed (almost no Euro-reject stances), 
but the organisation of the EU and policy making were fiercely 
questioned. Consequently, our analysis points to the fact that the 
commonality in right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs was their criticism towards 
the EU and desire to limit the process of European integration. Yet the 
MEPs did not present a common and clear vision of the future of European 
integration. The future of European reforms remained elusive and was 
scarcely developed. 

DI was in fact barely mentioned by right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs during 
the analysed debates. The MEPs mostly suggested this differentiated 
(unequal) process from the perspective of having “two Europes. There is 
the Europe that is part of the European Union and there is the Europe that 
isn’t” (Gerard Batten UK, EFDD, 4 July 2018). In this context, right-wing 
Eurosceptic MEPs considered Brexit to be this new fracture line in Europe, 
splitting it into two opposing entities: 

The future of Europe is one of a division like the Berlin Wall. On 
one side we will have those countries outside the EU, particularly 
in the Anglosphere and its free enterprise, which will prosper and 
grow as it always has. On the other side will be a command 
economy – the EU. Once again plunged into poverty, darkness and 
held back from real progress like the Soviet Union. It is the EU folly, 
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along with the absence of a proper relationship which will cause 
Europe to collapse.  

(David Coburn, UK, EFDD, 28 November 2018) 

In addition to Brexit creating multiple Europes, the other fracture line 
pictured by MEPs is that of the East-West divide. Right-wing Eurosceptic 
MEPs highlighted this already-existing division in Europe, which could 
be further exacerbated by DI, fearing that “disparities in the European 
Union will be even greater than they are now” (Roberts Zīle, LV, ECR, 17 
April 2019). In this perspective, the few mentions of DI were mostly 
critical of this process. DI was often discussed along dominance lines, 
whereby MEPs criticised the possibility of creating a multispeed EU, 
comparing such a division within the EU to a “new curtain” that would 
sink the idea of “the unity of Europe” (Zdzisław Krasnodębski, PL, ECR, 
4 July 2018). Against this background, DI was mostly criticised as 
intensifying divisions and dominance in the EU, especially depending on 
the national affiliation of political actors. Furthermore, as developed by 
Thevenin and Umit (2023), right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs favoured DI in 
certain policy areas, notably when it comes to the Eurozone and the 
(non-)adoption of the euro for all member states. 

Perceptions of dominance 
Dominance in the EP is particularly addressed by right-wing Eurosceptic 
groups (Thevenin and Umit 2023). Our analysis further demonstrates that 
dominance was often mentioned, especially in the context of the 
relationship between EU institutions and EU citizens, who are portrayed 
as not having a say in the EU’s democratic life (i.e. democratic deficit and 
lack of representation): 

[C]itizens of different countries are tired of this Europe. What they 
want first is democracy. However, democracy is by definition 
based on the sovereignty of peoples, and we do not create a people 
by artificially grouping together, under the rule of a finicky 
bureaucracy, people whose only aim, only hope, is a single market 
organised around a savage unfair competition, uncontrolled 
immigration, for the benefit of a few large groups and lobbies 
hostile to democracy.  

(Florian Philippot, FR, EFDD, 17 January 2018) 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 153  

As such, right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs disapproved of the current practice 
of the EU – seen as rather undemocratic and breaching national 
sovereignty – rather than the project of European integration per se. 
Additionally, MEPs stressed that the citizens of the EU feel like decisions 
are being made without them, and “that they have no influence at all on 
what is happening in Brussels”, accompanied by “voices calling for a real 
alternative to replace the Lisbon Treaty with a democratic establishment” 
(Jiří Payne, CZ, EFDD, 14 March 2018). Overall, MEPs criticised the 
unbalanced voices of EUMS in the EU, exacerbated by the lack of 
democratic legitimacy of EU institutions. 

In MEPs’ discourse, the EU was depicted as disregarding the “weakest” 
citizens (poor, old or disabled), as well as the “smallest” EUMS (in terms 
of both size and economic power). These types of practices were assessed 
negatively: “if the European Union is a playground only for the big and 
powerful who will impose their will on the smaller and weaker, it will 
never fulfil its full potential” (Ruža Tomašić, HR, ECR, 6 February 2018). 
The EU was thus seen as imposing and enforcing decisions on its member 
states against their will and national sovereignty: “You can have the rule 
of law, but you cannot have the rule of your own law. You can only have 
the rule of this – place law” (Gerard Batten, UK, EFDD, 4 July 2018). 

Dominance of the EU and its institutions was mentioned and in all cases 
assessed negatively. This is hardly surprising, as too much power 
cumulated in the EU institutions has for a long time been one of the most 
audible arguments of the Eurosceptic parties and movements: 

[T]he aim of the present European Union is to crush all resistance 
to the authority of the European Commission and to force the 
citizens of the Union to obey it absolutely. Hence the suppression 
of patriotism, because countries with patriotism are difficult to 
enslave. Hence the fight against family ties, because where there is 
parental love, the authority of officials disappears. Hence the fight 
against Christianity, because according to these future rulers of 
Europe, it is a competition for the government of souls. Hence the 
consent to the flooding of Europe with crowds of Muslim 
immigrants, because if people in Europe are afraid, it will be easier 
to take their freedom and rule them.  

(Stanisław Żółtek, PL, ENF, 4 July 2018) 
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The EU was thus depicted as a bureaucratic structure lacking 
transparency in decisions and functioning, as it proceeded to 
“harmonisations through the back door and a more and more obscure 
power structure” (Ryszard Antoni Legutko, PL, ECR, 13 November 2018).  

Some manifestation of dominance was also perceived – negatively – 
amongst EUMS. This was principally the case of France and Germany, 
which other MEPs (mostly from CEE) often considered as having a greater 
impact on EU decisions. Germany was in this perspective also heavily 
criticised by Italian MEPs in regard to the Eurozone and other economic 
issues, as well as in the area of migration policy: 

[T]he overwhelming majority of Italians, in the face of the 
arrogance and harshness of the rules imposed by this European 
Union, I would say under German leadership, have the impression 
of being in the same situation as those Italian military internees 
[…].  

(Mario Borghezio, IT, ENF, 13 November 2018) 

Dominance was indeed mentioned by Eurosceptic MEPs when discussing 
migration, especially regarding the relations between member states. 
Migration policy was very much discursively linked to “an increasingly 
German-dominated European Union” (Nigel Farage, UK, EFDD, 
13.11.2018), recalling Germany’s open-door policy at the beginning of the 
2015 migration crisis. 

Not only were some EUMS and EU institutions targeted as imposing an 
excessively liberal migration policy, but the presence of migrants on EU 
territory was also perceived in terms of dominance. Indeed, right-wing 
Eurosceptic MEPs often framed migration as an imposition that 
contradicted national identity and values. In this regard, migrants were 
depicted as imposing a different identity on the receiving European 
countries – characterised by Islam: 

Meanwhile, our security is endangered because of the results of 
mass immigration. Under Mrs Merkel’s leadership you have 
brought in millions of people from Africa, the Middle East and 
beyond, and you intend to bring in millions more. You have turned 
many parts of Europe into foreign countries. You use the emotional 
blackmail argument of talking about helping defenceless refugee 
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families, and yet the reality is that the vast majority of these 
migrants are young men from Islamic countries. This is not 
immigration, this is invasion.  

(Gerard Batten, UK, EFDD, 13 June 2018) 

Identity-driven arguments were often put forward against EU migration 
policy, with the EU being accused of attempting to undermine its own 
existence by the “destruction of European culture and the agenda of 
replacing the European people by people from Islamic countries” (Marcel 
de Graaff, NL, ENF, 14 March 2018). Eurosceptic MEPs thus requested 
tougher measures to limit migration to Europe, fearing that otherwise “the 
future of Europe will be Islamic” (Marcel de Graaff, NL, ENF, 17 January 
2018). 

Overall, Eurosceptic MEPs perceived dominance negatively, strongly 
rejecting their perceived subjugation to EU institutions (mostly the 
European Commission) as well as to some EUMS (predominantly France 
and Germany): 

Enough of Europe enslaved by banks and multinationals. Enough 
of the Europe of spread and austerity. Enough of the Europe of 
Juncker, of Merkel, of Macron, who want to command our home 
and humiliate the Italian people. In Italy, Italian citizens rule, not 
Merkel or Macron.  

(Maria Bizzotto, IT, ENF, 12 February 2019) 

Based on this opposition to the authority of EU institutions as well as the 
supposed discrepancy in the EUMS’ voice and power in the EU, 
Eurosceptic MEPs presented their own vision for the future of European 
integration, focusing on sovereignty and the protection of national values. 

Table 1. Overview of parliamentary groups’ discourse on dominance  

 ECR EFDD ENF 
Mentions of 
dominance14 

Present (20.6%) Very present 
(59%) 

Very present 
(59.3%) 

 
14 The threshold between “present” and “very present” is 50% of speeches, i.e. when 
mentions of dominance (explicit and suggested) exceeded presence in at least 50% of 
speeches of a right-wing Eurosceptic EP group, dominance was considered as very 
present in MEPs’ discourse. 
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Perception of 
dominance 

Negative Negative Negative 

Object of criticism - EUMS: France 
and Germany 
(always referred 
to together), rich 
Eurozone 
countries 
- EU institutions: 
no mention 

- EUMS: 
Germany, 
sometimes 
Franco-German 
tandem  
- EU institutions: 
strong criticism 
towards EC 
  

- EUMS: 
Germany, 
sometimes 
Franco-German 
tandem 
- EU institutions: 
strong criticism 
towards EC 
- EU elites 
criticised 

Reasons for 
criticism 

- Exclusion, 
feeling of being 
left behind, not 
having a voice in 
the EU in 
comparison to 
other EUMS 

- Malfunctioning 
of bureaucracy 
and of EU 
democracy 
- Attack on 
national 
sovereignty 
- Imposition of 
decisions 

- Attack on 
national 
sovereignty 
- Disregard for 
national identity 
- Unfair power 
structure amongst 
EUMS, and 
between EUMS 
and EU 
institutions 
- Imposition of 
decisions and 
values 

Source: authors’ own elaboration.  
As demonstrated in Table 1 above, the discourse on dominance of the 
analysed MEPs was present and very similar from one parliamentary 
group to another. Moreover, MEPs had a negative perception of overall 
dominance in the EU. One of the major differences noticeable in the 
discourse was the identity and value-based arguments of the EFDD and 
ENF groups, while the ECR MEPs rather criticised other EUMS for the 
lack of transparency in deliberations and for taking decisions without 
them. 

Conclusions 
Our research demonstrated that debates dedicated to the EC’s scenarios 
and the White Paper are not only used to discuss the future of European 
integration by right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs, but rather to tackle current 
issues and challenges (such as Brexit, migration or security) that have an 
impact at the MEPs’ national level. National(ist) elements are clearly 
visible, since comments or questions aimed at heads of states, 
governments or EU officials are very often domestic in nature and do not 
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cover the future of Europe at all. This is mostly evident in the case of the 
countries that were hit by the economic and migration crisis (Greece), but 
also new member states that are in a dispute with the EC over the rule of 
law (Hungary, Poland). 

One might expect the future of Europe debates to become an arena in 
which the right-wing Eurosceptic actors would present their alternative 
vision of the EU in the future. On the contrary, our analysis demonstrated 
that, similarly to the previous terms of the EP, right-wing Eurosceptic 
MEPs have much in common when it comes to a critical assessment of the 
EU institutions and the current performance of the EU. Yet the MEPs we 
analysed demonstrate a lack of an alternative – and constructive – vision 
of the EU’s future. Additionally, it is important to note that criticism of 
deeper political integration is not often accompanied by disapproval of 
the very idea of the European Union. Right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs focus 
their criticism mostly on the way the current EU is functioning. Thus, the 
right-wing Eurosceptic stances presented in the EP are rather 
compromising or/and conditional (with the exception of pro-Brexit 
MEPs). If the analysed MEPs speak in one voice, this is rather about the 
limitation of political integration than the complete dismantling of the EU. 

The main topics raised by right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs during the 
debates on the future of Europe are migration, the Eurozone (including 
taxation and economic inequality), defence and democratic deficit. These 
findings are in line with those of Startin and Brack (2017, 28), who note 
that traditional anti-migration discourse often aligns with Euroscepticism 
and anti-globalism. Börzel and Hartlapp (2022, 117), in their study on 
legislative behaviour in the EP, also notice that Eurosceptic cohesion is 
strongest regarding issues situated on Green, Alternative, Liberal (GAL) 
versus Traditional, Authoritarian, Nationalist (TAN) axis. 

Eurosceptic MEPs frequently view the EU as a bureaucratic machine with 
no (or limited) legitimacy which tries to dominate member states and push 
for even more integration without consultations with its members. Many 
of the topics discussed above are interconnected; Brexit, for example, is 
given as an effect of the EU’s dominance-driven policies. In a similar vein, 
democratic deficit and dominance are often mentioned and always 
assessed negatively by right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs. The MEPs analysed 
in the study present very similar arguments and diagnoses of dominance 
within the EU, with the main difference being that references to identity 
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and value-based claims are more present in EFDD and ENF MEPs’ 
discourse, while ECR MEPs rather focused on the dominance of bigger 
(and often “older”) member states. All the analysed EP groups point to 
the dichotomy between elites and “ordinary citizens”, which is one of the 
core arguments used not only by Eurosceptics but by a wide range of 
populist actors. 

As previously mentioned, the critical stances are not accompanied by 
constructive alternative visions of the EU’s future development, nor do 
they clearly favour any of the EC scenarios included in the White Paper. 
What we learn is that the majority of the MEPs analysed oppose more 
integration, while also demanding the immediate – yet elusive – reform of 
the EU. 

Right-wing Eurosceptic MEPs, therefore, favour some cooperation 
amongst EUMS – especially in economic and security matters – on 
condition that national sovereignty and national identity are safeguarded. 
Although the right-wing Eurosceptic parties are considered to be “no 
longer a fringe phenomenon” but an important agenda-setter in the EP 
(Brack 2018, 4), they still lack the ability to offer constructive policy 
proposals in the areas of their vested interest. It seems that even the 
discussion on the EU’s future was not able to generate a common front 
among Eurosceptic actors. The debates we analysed indeed highlighted 
that, although the ECR, EFDD, and ENF groups may be united in their 
criticism towards the EU, the lack of constructive proposals regarding the 
future of the EU prevails as the visible feature of the Eurosceptic bloc. 
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Annex 1: Selected 
debates on the future of 
Europe in the European 
Parliament  
EP - FoE debates 
# Date Title EUM

S 
EU Leader Link 

1 17.01.2018 Debate with the 
Taoiseach of 
Ireland Leo 
Varadkar on 
the Future of 
Europe 

IE Leo Varadkar https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-01-17-ITM-
008_EN.html  

2 06.02.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Croatia, 
Andrej 
Plenković, on 
the Future of 
Europe 

HR Andrej Plenković https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-02-06-ITM-
003_EN.html  

3 14.03.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Portugal, 
António Costa, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

PT António Costa https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-03-14-ITM-
006_EN.html  

4 17.04.2018 Debate with the 
President of the 
French 
Republic, 
Emmanuel 
Macron, on the 

FR Emmanuel 
Macron 

https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-04-17-ITM-
004_EN.html  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2018-01-17-ITM-008_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2018-01-17-ITM-008_EN.html
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Future of 
Europe 

5 03.05.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Belgium, 
Charles Michel, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

BE Charles Michel https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-05-03-ITM-
003_EN.html  

6 30.05.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Luxembourg, 
Xavier Bettel, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

LU Xavier Bettel https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-05-30-ITM-
007_EN.html  

7 13.06.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of the 
Netherlands, 
Mark Rutte, on 
the Future of 
Europe 

NL Mark Rutte https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-06-13-ITM-
006_EN.html  

8 04.07.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Poland, 
Mateusz 
Morawiecki, on 
the Future of 
Europe 

PL Mateusz 
Morawiecki 

https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-07-04-ITM-
004_EN.html  

9 11.09.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Greece, 
Alexis Tsipras, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

EL Alexis Tsipras https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-09-11-ITM-
002_EN.html  

10 03.10.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Estonia, Jüri 
Ratas, on the 
Future of 
Europe 

EE Jüri Ratas https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-10-03-ITM-
004_EN.html  

11 23.10.2018 Debate with the 
President of 
Romania, 
Klaus Iohannis, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

RO Klaus Iohannis https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-10-23-ITM-
005_EN.html  
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12 13.11.2018 Debate with the 
Chancellor of 
Germany, 
Angela Merkel, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

DE Angela Merkel https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-11-13-ITM-
008_EN.html  

13 28.11.2018 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Denmark, 
Lars Løkke 
Rasmussen, on 
the Future of 
Europe 

DK Lars Løkke 
Rasmussen 

https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-11-28-ITM-
017_EN.html  

14 12.12.2018 Debate with the 
President of the 
Republic of 
Cyprus, Nicos 
Anastasiades, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

CY Nicos 
Anastasiades 

https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2018-12-12-ITM-
007_EN.html  

15 16.01.2019 Debate with the 
President of the 
Government of 
Spain, Pedro 
Sánchez 
Pérez-
Castejón, on 
the Future of 
Europe 

ES Pedro Sánchez 
Pérez-Castejón 

https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2019-01-16-ITM-
009_EN.html  

16 31.01.2019 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Finland, Mr 
Juha Sipilä, on 
the Future of 
Europe 

FI Juha Sipilä https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2019-01-31-ITM-
005_EN.html  

17 12.02.2019 Debate with the 
President of the 
Council of 
Ministers of the 
Italian 
Republic, 
Giuseppe 
Conte, on the 
Future of 
Europe 

IT Giuseppe Conte https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2019-02-12-ITM-
018_EN.html  

18 12.03.2019 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of the Slovak 
Republic, Peter 

SK Peter Pellegrini https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2019-03-12-ITM-
007_EN.html  
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Pellegrini, on 
the Future of 
Europe 

19 03.04.2019 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of Sweden, 
Stefan Löfven, 
on the Future 
of Europe 

SE Stefan Löfven https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2019-04-03-ITM-
012_EN.html  

20 17.04.2019 Debate with the 
Prime Minister 
of the Republic 
of Latvia, 
Krišjānis 
Kariņš, on the 
Future of 
Europe 

LV Krišjānis Kariņš https://www.europarl.europa.e
u/doceo/document/CRE-8-
2019-04-17-ITM-
006_EN.html  

 

Annex 2: Coding system 
What policy area is mentioned in reference to the proposal?  
     5 scenarios FoE  
     Brexit  
     Common agriculture policy  
     Climate and environment protection  
     Cohesion policy  
     Competitiveness  
     Defence and security  
     Development policy  
     Digital  
     Education & culture  
     European Monetary Union  
     Energy  
     Enlargement  
     EU elections  
     EU history and heritage  
     EU’s global role  

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/CRE-8-2019-04-03-ITM-012_EN.html
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     Food & health  
     Institutional issues and reforms 
     Internal market  
     Multiannual Financial Frameworks and EU budget 
     Migration, Asylum & human mobility  
     Multilateralism  
     Fundamental rights  
     Social issues (Social Europe)  
     Taxation  
     Trade  
     Transport  
     Other than above  
If a new proposal is made, how is it justified?  
     Material interests serve as justification  
     Costs serve as justification  
     Justice/fairness serve as justification  
     Values serve as justification  
     Identity serves as justification  
     Other than above  
If a proposal is criticised, how is it justified?  
     Material interests are the basis of opposition to a proposal  
     Costs are the basis of opposition to a proposal  
     Justice/fairness is the basis of opposition to a proposal  
     Values are the basis of opposition to a proposal  
     Identity is the basis of opposition to a proposal  
     Other than above  
Is dominance mentioned?  
     Yes, dominance is suggested  
     Yes, dominance is explicitly mentioned  
How is dominance evaluated?  
     Dominance is evaluated positively  
     Dominance is evaluated negatively  
     Dominance is evaluated in a mixed way  
     Other than above  
Who is targeted by the speaker as an opponent to the proposal?  
     Other member state is targeted as an opponent  
     National parliament is targeted as an opponent  
     EU institution is targeted as an opponent  
     Specific national actor is targeted as an opponent  
     International actor is targeted as an opponent  
     Other than above  
Who is called to cooperate on the proposal?  
     Other member state is called to cooperate on the proposal  



Imagining the future of Europe 

 168  

     EU institution is called to cooperate on the proposal  
     Specific national actor is called to cooperate on the proposal  
     International actor is called to cooperate on the proposal  
     Other actor is called to cooperate on the proposal  
Is differentiated integration mentioned?  
     Yes, DI is explicitly mentioned  
     Yes, DI is suggested  
How is differentiated integration evaluated?  
     DI is evaluated positively  
     DI is evaluated negatively  
     DI is evaluated in a mixed way  
     Other than above  
To which constitutional narrative does the proposal refer?  
     Republican intergovernmentalism  
     EU as a federal Union  
          Federal-political union  
          Many-headed federal type  
     EU as a regional/cosmopolitan government  
     Other than the above  
What do the MEPs wants in regard to European integration?  
     Overall, more integration  
     Overall, less integration  
     No integration at all  
     Only economic integration if it guarantees national benefits  
     Integration in other policy area to guarantee national benefits  
     Integration in other policy area to preserve sovereignty  
     Other than the above  
What does the MEP criticise about deepening EU integration?  
     The very principle of European integration  
     The practice of European integration  
     The future of European integration  
     Other than above  



 

Chapter 7 

In Search of a Cosmopolitan Outlook: 
Proposals for the Future of EU Migration 
and Asylum Policy from European 
Migration CSOs 

 

Karolina Czerska-Shaw  
Institute of European Studies, Jagiellonian University in Kraków 

Introduction 
Politics and policies of migration, borders and asylum have served 
amongst the headlining themes in the debates on the future of Europe 
(FoE) initiated in 2015 and concluding with the 2021–22 Conference on the 
Future of Europe (CoFoE). Yet perhaps more than most other policy fields, 
the discourses on migration have been notoriously politicised and 
polarised, seeping beyond the formalised spaces such as the CoFoE 
towards the media, national-level debates and public attitudes (Hadj 
Abdou, 2020; Weiner, Bonjour and Zhyznomirska, 2019). Everyone, it 
seems, has their own proposal on how migration and asylum policies 
ought to develop. 

The predominance of widespread debates on migration and asylum, often 
coupled with security issues in the European public sphere, is not without 
reason: since 2015, Europe has been continually confronted with 
migration-related crises which have struck at the heart of its security, 
values, and sense of unity. Firstly, Europe witnessed the refugee crisis of 
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2015–16 that triggered policy changes and political upheaval. Secondly, it 
faced Brexit, in which from 2016 to 2020 migration and mobility matters 
featured as a key issue. Then, in 2021–22, a lesser-known but highly 
significant orchestrated migration crisis on the Polish, Latvian and 
Lithuanian borders with Belarus raised security and securitisation 
measures to the forefront of debates. Finally, the flows of people from 
Ukraine seeking temporary protection since the full-scale Russian 
aggression in February 2022 have instigated the need for a complete 
reassessment of the existing policies and practices in this field. 

In this particularly complex environment, there are many stakeholders 
with varying degrees of agency and access to centres of decision making 
and the power to frame discourses, characterised by a multiplicity of 
views, interests and approaches (Pastore and Roman 2020). EU migration 
and asylum governance has been widely debated at the EU and national 
levels, as well as amongst public intellectuals, private stakeholders such 
as labour recruitment agencies, media and, importantly, civil society 
organisations (CSOs). In this governance system, taken to be a set of 
interactions involving multiple societal actors (Stel 2021, 5), CSOs are 
often at the frontlines and uniquely positioned to implement and 
cooperate with states and supranational institutions in migration 
management. The EU has emphasised the importance of CSOs in agenda-
setting and implementation of migration policies, providing on-the-
ground intelligence on the needs and conditions of migrants, helping to 
bridge state and society and increase the political legitimacy of policies 
(COM 2020). The inclusion of CSOs in development and consultation 
processes further creates a sense of ownership for the implementation of 
policies and helps define rights-based principles for policy making. At the 
same time, CSOs serve as watchdogs of accountability, legitimacy and 
contestation of policies and practices implemented at the national and EU 
levels of governance (Banulescu-Bogdan 2011). Yet their role in this 
bargaining process has largely been limited to consultations that are 
criticised as being “pro forma” only, “merely checking off a box that civil 
society was represented” (Banulescu-Bogdan 2011, 1). 

While CSOs are frequently juxtaposed with governing systems of power, 
they are just as often invited to the table to discuss policy solutions. 
Therefore, their proposals, demands, recommendations and responses to 
policy changes may serve as a useful litmus test of democratic 
(mal)functioning in this policy area. Their criticisms of policies and 
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practices may highlight structures of dominance derived from 
problematic forms of differentiated integration in the policy field, which I 
elaborate on below. The positioning of European-level CSOs in the 
migration governance framework – often as advocacy groups or policy 
entrepreneurs close to centres of decision making – may further help to 
nuance the discourses on power imbalances within the policy-making 
processes. It may also serve to highlight their visions of how well-
functioning models of EU migration governance ought to develop.  

Against this backdrop, this chapter examines how European-level CSOs 
frame and evaluate EU migration and asylum policies and practices and 
what their proposals for the future of policy in this field hold. Two critical 
questions are raised. First, what systems of dominance are present in this policy 
area that are being exposed and criticised by CSOs and how are they linked to 
forms of differentiation in this field? Second, what are the common threads 
within CSOs’ proposals for future governance of migration and asylum, and how 
do they reflect current discussions on European integration?  

It is unsurprising that CSOs working in the field of migration and asylum 
raise serious concerns about democratic legitimacy within this policy area. 
Their concerns stem from three interrelated side-effects of differentiation 
within EU integration: (1) a deficit of transparency derived from a lack of 
clear division of competencies and accountability of EU institutions and 
agencies in the field, (2) increasing fragmentation and arbitrariness due to 
a lack of coordination of policies and practices, and (3) deprivation of 
rights and status to migrants/asylum seekers and activists, derived from 
EU policy actions and concessions vis-à-vis member states. The chapter 
argues that CSOs on their part offer a way out through a focused 
“cosmopolitan outlook” with cautious federalist underpinnings for the 
future of Europe, focusing on human security as a primary source of the 
legitimising principle of democracy.  

Taking an actor-centred approach and through a text-based qualitative 
analysis of CSO proposals for the development of European-level 
migration and asylum policy, we can analyse how these civil society actors 
construct narratives in this policy field. The proposals may help to answer 
the questions of what the causes of the problems are and what solutions 
are available, at the same time allowing for CSOs to position themselves 
and their preferences in this governance framework. Three critical 
junctures are taken into account: the 2015–16 European refugee crisis, the 
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orchestrated crisis on the EU-Belarusian border in 2021–22, and the onset 
of forced cross-border migration in the wake of the full-scale Russian 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. These critical junctures have served 
as moments of increased policy changes, together with reactions and 
proposals for improvement on the part of CSOs working in the field. 
While the debate on the future of Europe, particularly in the form of the 
CoFoE, served as a reference point for the discussions and proposals in 
the analysis, it was not the site of the most intensive claims-making for 
European-level CSOs. For this reason, the chapter explores the proposals 
which go beyond the scope of the formal debates at the EU level. 

The first conceptual section expands on the constitutional narratives 
framing the EU migration and asylum policy field, followed by the forms 
and structures of differentiation-driven dominance and the unique 
positioning of CSOs within migration governance. The methodological 
section explains the empirical approach to the study, including sampling 
limitations and the policy narrative approach. The empirical analysis of 
proposals is then followed by a discussion and conclusions about the sites 
of dominance “uncovered” in CSO discourses, as well as visions for the 
future of a cautious federalist European migration and asylum system 
with a strong cosmopolitan “outlook”. 

Constitutional narratives and differentiation-driven 
dominance 
A substantial body of literature on EU migration and asylum policy and 
its development frames this policy area through the lens of 
intergovernmentalism or neofunctionalism, a policy of “failing forward” 
(Jones et al. 2021; Scipioni 2018) towards more integration through 
incompleteness in contracts and governance structures. Through the 
process of “ups” and “downs”, member states bargain on a lowest-
common-denominator basis, agreeing on incomplete solutions that then 
lead to crises, which in turn force the next round of bargaining for 
incomplete solutions, thus “failing forward” to more integration (Lavenex 
2018). From an institutionalist perspective, scholars highlight the 
“capabilities-expectations gap” (Hill 1993; Larsen 2020) that is inherent in 
the structure of the polity: human rights-based universalist underpinnings 
at loggerheads with protectionist states’ policies (Boswell 2003). The 
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outcome is “organised hypocrisy” or “an unconscious organisational 
strategy to cope with irreconcilable demands” (Lavenex 2018). 

On the other hand, the development of this policy field may be seen 
through a “soft” supranationalist lens, particularly in the early 2000s with 
the Treaty of Lisbon and Article 67 of the TFEU. The TFEU called for “a 
common policy on asylum, immigration and external border control, 
based on solidarity between Member States, which is fair towards third-
country nationals” (TFEU Article 67), as well as the binding character of 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights (Thym 2013). The gradual 
communitarisation of migration and asylum policy brought with it a shift 
in the power and influence of EU supranational institutions in imposing 
standards and overseeing of the implementation of EU law (Bonjour, 
Ripoll and Thielemann 2018). Strong narratives of Europeanisation in this 
policy area (Guild 2006; Lavenex 2001, 2006) led to a conceptualisation of 
a “liberal constraint” thesis, which posits that EU institutions provide a 
system of checks and balances against member states’ restrictionist 
tendencies (Kaunert and Léonard 2012). However, sustained migration 
and asylum crises since 2015 have impeded political and policy cohesion 
on the EU level, with sovereignist and Eurosceptic discourses vehemently 
underscoring migration control as a critical feature of nation-state 
autonomy (see Styczyńska and Thevenin; Góra, Thevenin and Zielińska 
in this volume). The effect has been increased through pooling or 
“supranationalisation” of security measures and externalisation practices 
at the expense of a common framework for legal migration and the more 
robust human rights underpinnings of a common asylum system. 

What is less common in the literature and political meta-narratives on the 
future of EU migration and asylum governance is a cosmopolitan 
perspective, with some notable exceptions (Thym 2013; Fossum and Olsen 
2022; Fossum 2018). This lens highlights an individual human rights 
approach to policy making, drawing on moral universalism as a 
regulatory norm, requiring us to “challenge all forms of exclusion that are 
based on arbitrary use of power, not reason” (Fossum and Olsen 2022). 
What has sometimes been referred to as an “outlook” (Thym 2013) or 
“gaze” (Fossum and Olsen, 2022), the cosmopolitan approach seems a 
fitting framework to analyse the articulations of CSOs working with and 
for migrants and asylum seekers, which take individual human rights as 
their guiding principle. In this contribution, cosmopolitanism is 
operationalised around three distinctive features: (1) locating autonomy 
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in the individual (rather than the nation-state); (2) an onus on openness 
encompassed in the values of diversity, inclusion of otherness, and 
reflexivity; and (3) a move towards lowering the barriers to entry and exit 
into political communities, aiming at a convergence between alienage and 
citizenship (Fossum 2019, 2021; Thym 2013). 

The criticisms, proposals and future orientations of European-level CSOs 
working in the field of migration and asylum are analysed here from an 
actor-centred constructivist perspective in reference to the three discussed 
meta-narratives of European integration – intergovernmentalism, 
supranationalism and cosmopolitanism – in order to discern the direction 
in which they are advocating the EU to develop. Yet a challenge for the 
analysis of meta-narratives of European integration is how they may be 
studied empirically through the analysis of policy actions and responses 
to them. In the field of migration and asylum governance, much focus has 
been given to the analysis of framing of migration and migrants, 
predominantly along the axis of humanitarianism vs securitisation. 
Humanitarianism carries with it cosmopolitan notions of migrant-centred 
rights and access to status and protection, whereas securitisation is 
anchored in a state-centric or inter-governmental logic of migration 
control. Supranationalist narratives tend to vacillate between the two 
frames, focusing on the transfer of power to EU-level institutions and 
agencies, which have varying preferences depending on the policy area, 
political context and institution in question (Scipioni 2018; Kaunart and 
Léonard 2012).  

Migration policy analyses have pointed to various historical paradigm 
shifts in the framing of migration, some marking the change towards 
securitisation as early as the 1980s and the initiation of the Schengen 
Agreement and the freedom of movement of EU nationals (Lavenex and 
Piper 2021). Others see the same critical juncture as a step towards the 
convergence of fundamental rights (of third-country nationals) with the 
fundamental freedoms (of EU nationals) (Thym 2013). Research has also 
pointed to the intensification of security practices within the EU agency 
Frontex between 2005 and 2016 (Léonard and Kaunert 2020), as well as the 
intensification of externalisation approaches in EU policy making 
(Martins and Strange 2019), which seem to have been normalised under 
the framework proposal of the New Pact on Migration and Asylum 
published in December 2020. The shifting frames of migration, 
particularly towards securitisation practices, have laid bare the forms of 
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dominance, power structures, and inequalities within this space of 
governance, which CSOs acting in the field have scrutinised at multiple 
turns. Analysis of their criticisms and recommendations may help us to 
discern modes of dominance within them and their proposals on how to 
increase democratic accountability and legitimacy in this area. 

In this research, dominance is seen from a constructivist perspective as a 
system or relations of asymmetry that are socially constructed and 
reflected through discourses. Dominance in this view focuses not on the 
result of the action itself, but on the subjective perceptions of the actors 
involved and their positionality within the social arena of these relations. 
This is closely tied to the concept of governance, which may be seen as the 
capacity to shape (or rather determine) the field of action of others (Stel 
2021), a space that is inherently about power relations. Through focusing 
on the perceptions of CSOs working in the field of migration and asylum 
on the EU level of policy making in three intertwining and consecutive 
events (EU refugee crisis, Belarusian border crisis, temporary protection 
mechanisms as a result of the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine), the 
research also emphasises the importance of contextuality and 
processualism. 

Dominance from this perspective is therefore a relational structure and 
circumstance (Fossum 2019). Following Joanna Orzechowska-Wacławska, 
Kinga Sekerdej and Zdzisław Mach (2021), it is important to consider five 
factors in analysing dominance. First, dominance is fundamentally about 
relations of power. When one or several actors (individuals, groups or 
collectives) occupies a dominating position over the other, and this 
position allows them to influence, interfere, make decisions and/or 
establish rules of the game dictated by their own interests, without proper 
consideration of the interest of those who are subject to this power, we 
may speak of dominance. Second, it is about the capacity for action, not 
the action itself. Dominance concerns what agents may do, rather than 
what they really do. Third, dominance is subjective; it is a felt experience 
(Lovett 2001). Fourth, it is a ubiquitous condition of social relations, 
parallel to the notion of power in post-structuralism (Foucault 1980). 
Finally, it is not seen here from a moral standpoint ascertaining its 
rightfulness or wrong, but its justification in certain conditions, through 
social acceptance and legitimisation. 
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In this research, three forms of dominance are of particular importance: 
(1) a lack of transparency, (2) fragmentation, and (3) rights deprivation or 
inequality in status with differentiated access to resources (Fossum 2019: 
18). In unpacking these forms of dominance, however, the concept of 
differentiation as it relates to European integration and forms of 
dominance merits some further explanation. Fossum (2019, 2021) has 
outlined four dimensions of differentiation in EU policy making and 
polity areas which, when managed adequately, increase the democratic 
functioning of the EU, but in certain conditions may entail different forms 
of dominance. Differentiation firstly takes on the form of law-making 
differentiation, wherein institutional forms at the EU level vary along 
legislative, sanctioning and executive lines from the national level. In this 
dimension, a lack of clear functional division of competencies and 
accountability may entail dominance in the form of arbitrariness and 
informality, resulting in a lack of transparency. It can be associated with 
dominance when actors know that their interests and concerns will be 
affected but not by whom, when and how. 

Secondly, in competence-based functional differentiation, a balance of 
expert independence and coordination, as well as an adequate range of 
policy instruments and resources, will foster democratic governance. Yet 
dominance may occur when coordination fails, technocracy and illicit 
hierarchy dominate, and fragmentation ensues, when there is a 
breakdown of coordination and governing no longer proceeds according 
to predictable rules but is the result of caprice and circumstances (Fossum 
2019). In the sphere of migration governance, these two forms of 
differentiation outlined by Fossum may be likened to what Nora Stel has 
termed “strategic ambiguity”, characterised by ad hoc measures, 
temporariness, and informality in policy making and actions, wherein the 
dominance of particular interests takes over, “producing a manoeuvring 
space in which political decision-makers maximise their own influence at 
the expense of others” (Stel 2021, 6). 

A third form of differentiation refers to the territorial dimension, both in 
territorial jurisdiction and in the relations across different levels of 
governing. A clear division of competences promotes democratic 
governance, whereas incongruence may bring about forms of exclusion as 
well as a lack of accountability. Finally, a fourth and significant dimension 
of differentiation for this research is individuals’ differentiated access and 
incorporation in the political system (Fossum 2019, 21). Democratic 
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principles are safeguarded through the access to rights, for citizens, 
groups and collectives, and non-citizens according to the law, with 
adequate systems of representation and participation. A primary source 
of dominance is rights or status deprivation, as well as exclusion from 
accessing certain rights and entitlements and inequalities in status. As the 
analysis below shows, these forms of dominance – particularly the lack of 
transparency, arbitrariness, and rights deprivation – or “strategic 
ambiguity” have been discerned within CSO reactions and criticisms of 
EU policy proposals and practices. Nodes of dominance have been 
identified through the analysis between different actors in a relational 
structure: the EU vis-à-vis migrants, the EU vis-à-vis member states, the 
EU vis-à-vis third countries, and the EU vis-à-vis civil society actors. 

Methodology 

Definition of terms 
The analysis of civil society organisations in the field of migration and 
asylum first requires a definition of terms. To take Banulescu-Bogdan’s 
definition, civil society in the field of migration encompasses “a range of 
non-state actors who may influence formal and informal migration-
related rules, practices and processes, such as migration-run 
nongovernmental organisations (including diaspora organisations), 
professional associations, religious or faith-based institutions, trade 
unions, charities, human-rights organisations, women’s associations, and 
advocacy groups” (Banulescu-Bogdan 2011). The term “civil society 
organisation” (CSO) has a broader scope than NGO and is therefore 
preferred in this contribution. 

The literature on the positioning of civil society actors and their role and 
potential to influence policy making in the global migration governance 
framework has seen some interest in recent years (Bisong 2022; Schierup 
et al. 2018; Kalm and Uhlin 2015; Lavenex and Piper 2022). Researchers 
analysing the Global Forum on Migration and Development (a state-led 
space of dialogue between the UN, governments, and other stakeholders 
initiated in 2007) have noted a distinction between those “invited” and 
“invented” spaces for discourse and action in the field of migration 
governance (Schierup et al. 2018). The first “invited” spaces consist of 
formal fora for dialogue, where CSOs/NGOs are invited to the table for 
discussions with governments and international organisations such as the 
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United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM). Yet these formal spaces 
have their critics: civil society actors become enveloped in the neo-liberal 
global system of migration governance, which is far from a rights-based 
or human-security-oriented framework. Some researchers posit that 
resistance from below is the only way to build a socially just international 
migration regime (Delgado Wise 2018). Others criticise these types of fora 
for their tokenism – limited to consultations at best or simple ticking of the 
box that mentions that civil society actors were present (Banulescu-
Bogdan 2011). Alternatively, they simply fall short of meaningfully 
reframing dominant migration paradigms (Wee, Vanyoro, and Jinnah 
2018). 

“Invented” spaces, on the other hand, are those platforms and positions 
of a counter-hegemonic nature, which act through contestation, 
confronting the status quo (Schierup et al. 2018). These alternative spaces 
may also have a high-profile character, such as the People’s Global Action 
on Migration, Development and Human Rights (PGA), but they are 
characterised by their bottom-up approach and their alternativeness, led 
by civil society actors with similar values and interests (Piper and Rother 
2021). While the present research looks into the EU-level “invited” spaces 
of dialogue, cognisant of leaving out the invented spaces of contestation, 
I argue here that civil society as represented in the invited spaces may still 
be positioned in the realm of contesting ideas, a “primary political realm 
to give insight into how counter-hegemonic knowledge is produced” 
(Buckley 2013, 239), and is thereby well placed to shine light on various 
forms of dominance. 

Structure and analytical approach  
In analysing “policy frames” or “policy narratives” (Boswell, Geddes, and 
Scholten 2011), the research aims to analyse the role of perceptions, 
normative narratives and knowledge claims concerning certain migration 
policy issues from the perspective of European-based CSOs. Drawing 
upon research by Pastore and Roman (2020) and the perceptions of 
Tunisian CSOs on EU migration and asylum policy agreements, the 
research uses the structure of policy frames, consisting of three essential 
components: 1) the definition of the policy problem, which typically 
involves claims about the scale and nature of the problem; 2) the causes of 
the problem, including claims on the extent to which such causes can be 
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controlled through policy interventions; 3) the solutions to the problem, 
including claims about how policy interventions have affected, or are 
likely to affect, the problem. 

The first and second components – the “core framing task” or “diagnostic 
framing” (Benford and Snow 2000) – include both the identification of the 
problem/issue and the identification of the sources of causality, blame, 
and/or agents responsible for the problem (Pastore and Roman, 2020). 
This allows for the analysis of the types of dominance within these 
structures and their locations. Who are the agents responsible for this 
dominance, and towards whom? Secondly, the research analyses how 
CSOs describe the causes of these policy issues (factors and actors 
affecting them, with a focus on dominance). 

A third component of policy frames corresponds to Benford and Snow’s 
“prognostic framing”, involving the articulation of a proposed solution to 
the problem and the strategies to achieve it. The research analyses 
proposals/recommendations of CSOs and their different articulations, as 
well as CSOs’ evaluation of the policy responses, highlighting narratives 
of desired future directions of policy making in the field. 

Sampling, scope and methods 
The data collected is primarily in the form of documents (reports, position 
papers, contributions, summaries, open letters, posted communication on 
the organisations’ websites, as well as proposals from the CoFoE). A total 
of 31 documents were analysed, ranging from two pages in length to 
approximately one hundred, collected from 17 European-level CSOs’ 
websites. Importantly, eight of the documents were in the form of joint 
statements, reports or declarations, which included lists ranging from 10 
to 200 signatory organisations. The organisation or platform that had the 
most accessible link to the joint document was added. This highlights the 
consolidation of voices in the European migration CSO space, often 
making their statements under one umbrella platform or organisation. 
The timeframe for collection of documents consists of three critical 
junctures: the first is the European refugee crisis of 2015–16; the second 
consists of the orchestrated migration crisis on the EU-Belarusian border 
in the spring of 2021 (data collected from April 2021 to June 2022), and the 
third the onset of the refugee crisis in the wake of the full-scale Russian 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 180  

invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 (data collected from 25 February 
2022 to January 2023). 

In analysing the “invited” spaces in which CSOs are present in the sphere 
of EU migration governance, the data collection consisted of accessing lists 
of organisations involved in EU public consultations. These included the 
Consultation on Legal Migration (23 September–30 December 2020), 
Consultation on the European Union’s (EU) legislation on the legal 
migration of non-EU citizens (Fitness Check on EU legal migration 
legislation) (19 June 2017 to 18 September 2017), Consultation and an 
expert migrant group on integration, the European Migration Forum 
(October 2021), the European Integration Forum (coordinated by the 
European Economic and Social Council), the EESC Study group on 
Immigration and Integration – Project: The role of civil society 
organisations in ensuring the integration of migrants and refugees, UN 
list of approved CSOs and NGOs taking part in the high-level plenary on 
migration and asylum at the UN – 2016, and finally, in the list of 
contributors taken from public consultations and CSO participants in the 
Conference on the Future of Europe, particularly the events and proposals 
under the topic of “migration” (including asylum). Through the data 
collection process, it became apparent that these lists overlap, with a 
handful of organisations or, more often, umbrella associations uniting 
smaller nationally based CSOs, speaking on their behalf. While this may 
pose significant questions regarding representation of voices and 
convergence of views, this is outside the scope of the present research.  

The primary coding was concluded based on the policy frame structure 
noted above, corresponding to the following questions:  

x Who is perceived as dominating and who is dominated?  
x How does the asymmetry of power feature in perceived dominance 

relations? 
x Is a type of dominance mentioned? 
x Are ways to prevent/fix dominance offered? If so, what are they? 
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Analysis 

Who is perceived as dominating and who is dominated?  
As we may recall, dominance is a relational structure, dependent on the 
positioning of actors in the social field and circumstances within which 
dominance occurs (Fossum 2019). The positioning of the CSOs studied 
here is one of relative privilege – they are in the “invited space” of EU 
policy making, in which they may voice their opinions and make 
recommendations, yet they are speaking on behalf of those 
migrants/refugees themselves who are largely without agency. The 
forum of discourse analysed is inherently European, wherein the main 
institutional framework is the European Union, its institutions and 
agencies, and thus also the main point of reference in relation to positions 
of power. With this in mind, we can pinpoint four main constellations of 
relations of power in this space that stem from CSO narratives: (1) EU vis-
à-vis migrants/asylum seekers; (2) EU vis-à-vis member states (3) EU vis-
à-vis third countries (particularly transit and hosting countries in the EU 
Neighbourhood), and (4) EU vis-à-vis CSOs. 

Within the first constellation – EU vis-à-vis migrants/asylum seekers – 
CSO narratives underline the problematic positioning of the dominated: 
there is an almost total absence of agency for migrants/asylum seekers 
within the framework of migration and asylum governance in the EU. To 
recall, dominance is the ability to make decisions dictated by actors’ own 
interests without proper consideration of the interests of those subject to 
its power. This view is present in the proposals analysed from the 2015 
refugee crisis to the Belarusian border crisis, although the disregard of the 
interests of migrants/refugees is temporarily lifted with the Temporary 
Protection Directive towards Ukrainian refugees in 2022. Generally, 
however, the main criticisms point to an absence of a framework for legal 
migration and a rights-based or “migrant-centred” approach to policy 
making, as a proposal from the Red Cross underscores: 

The absence of an effective framework for safe and legal migration 
to the EU is contributing to irregular migration and pushing people 
to undertake increasingly perilous journeys. (…) Migrants’ rights 
and their humanitarian needs are undermined by the EU’s 
sustained emphasis on countering irregular migration.  

(RC_2019_06_24) 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 182  

The asymmetry of power in the relations between the dominant (EU 
institutions and agencies) and the dominated (asylum seekers, migrants) 
is also visible in the securitisation of EU regulations on migration, asylum 
and borders, like those providing the European Border and Coast Guard 
(EBCG, or Frontex) with more powers and less accountability, where there 
is a considerable risk of further deteriorating the protection of human 
rights of those seeking to enter the EU. As the European Council on 
Refugees and Exiles states in response to the Commission’s proposal for a 
regulation on EBCG/Frontex) (COM(2018)631 FINAL): 

Given its political and institutional implications and the existential 
questions it has raised for the EU as a whole, the asylum package 
no longer seems to be pushed as a key priority. Instead, a major 
boost for the EBCG Agency’s powers and resources and a reduction 
of procedural safeguards in return processes is now presented as 
quintessential for the EU’s policy on asylum, migration and border 
management. , 

(ECRE_2018_11_23) 

What we may infer from these criticisms is that from the vantage point of 
CSOs in the field, EU migration and asylum policies have established the 
rules of the game in such a way that the gateway for legal migration into 
the EU is all but blocked (for both economic migrants and asylum seekers). 
This fuels irregular migration flows that are routinely securitised, 
focusing on returns and the externalisation of asylum policies, 
undermining the fundamental rights of those seeking to enter. 

A second constellation of power relations focuses on the EU and member 
states. There is a great deal of ambiguity here in analysing the proposals 
and perceptions of CSOs and how they position these two actors towards 
each other. On the one hand, proposals lament the Commission’s 
relinquishing of power to member states (for example in the Belarusian 
border crisis), signalling the EU’s impotence or incapacity to act (Czerska-
Shaw et al. 2022), yet it is unclear if this is seen as a matter of convenience 
or lack of competence in this area. 

The European Commission President’s repeated expressions of 
solidarity with Latvia, Lithuania and Poland betray a troubling 
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disregard for the hunger and freezing temperatures people were 
enduring in the border area and for the loss of human life.  

(AI_2021_12_07)  

In a letter signed by CSOs in Latvia, Lithuania and Poland actively 
working to protect the rights of asylum seekers on the Belarusian border, 
civil society actors call on the EU to “undertake decisive actions against said 
violations [perpetrated by Latvia, Lithuania and Poland] 
(JOINT_ALI_2021_10_11). They suggest a thorough investigation of the 
situation on the border, the initiation of infringement procedures against 
said states, access of human rights and humanitarian organisations to 
border areas, and the organisation of a meeting with civil society actors. 
Clearly, CSOs expect the EU to play the role of protector of EU law 
(including asylum law) and by extension human rights, but they are 
continuously confounded (or disappointed) by its inability or incapacity 
to act in response to member states’ infringements of these rights. 

On the other hand, CSOs highlight instances of EU decisions superseding 
those of member states but still leading to the accentuation of dominance 
via migrants/asylum seekers. The criticism of the EU-instigated hotspot 
approach in Italy during the 2015–16 refugee crisis is a case in point.  

So the EU implemented a new approach and imposed a 100% 
fingerprinting target on Italy, including recommending the use of 
force where necessary to obtain them. Meeting this target has 
pushed Italian authorities to the limits – and beyond – of what is 
permissible under international human rights law. […] The hotspot 
approach has increased, not reduced, the burden on front-line 
states to police borders, protect asylum-seekers and keep irregular 
migrants out.  

(AI_2016_11_03) 

The location of dominance in this constellation thus seems to be in a 
constant state of flux between member states and the EU: the only constant 
here is that the one who is dominating is perceived to be the more security 
oriented of the two. 

The third constellation – the EU vis-à-vis third countries – is similarly 
contextual as the one above. In most cases, the neighbourhood “transit” 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 184  

or “hosting” countries are seen to be in a dependent position towards the 
EU, cemented in the form of conditionality in agreements signed between 
these parties. In the various bilateral agreements with neighbouring states 
in the wake of the 2015 refugee crisis (such as Tunisia, Libya, Serbia and 
Turkey), promises of aid and other forms of support (lifting of visa 
restrictions, capacity building) are contingent on these states hosting 
would-be migrants or asylum seekers to the European Union. 

CONCORD Europe strongly opposes applying conditionality to 
development aid for partner countries, based on their compliance 
with returns and readmissions, migration management and border 
control. […] […] It risks draining partner countries of its own well-
educated talent, only to benefit Europe. […] It is particularly 
concerning that Europe is leveraging its economic, financial and 
political power to incentivise talents from some of the poorest 
countries in the world to leave their home country.  

(CONC_2020_06_10) 

Interestingly, this is not necessarily the case for CSOs in these hosting or 
transit countries, who are often beneficiaries of EU funding (and other 
international organisations like the UNHCR) to support their activities. In 
a study on the implementation of EU externalisation policies in Tunisia 
and Egypt, the findings point to the advantageous position of both CSOs 
and “migrants themselves, who are able to turn externalised initiatives 
aimed at their immobilisation into instruments facilitating their mobility 
towards Europe” (Cuttitta 2020). Further comparative studies would be 
useful here to juxtapose the positions of CSOs inside and outside of the 
EU. In the case of the Belarusian crisis, the asymmetry of power between 
the EU and third countries is not in the EU’s favour either: the Belarusian 
regime is the clear aggressor, although its dominance is short-lived. Here 
the EU is called upon to take the “moral high ground” by putting human 
security first. As Save the Children International CEO Inger Ashing notes: 

Belarus’s cynical exploitation and mistreatment of migrants and 
asylum seekers is despicable. But there is a clear way for Poland 
and the EU to reclaim the moral high ground: let in people at the 
border and let humanitarian organisations assist them. Belarus is 
not a safe country for these people, as events over the past few days 
have clearly demonstrated. […] The EU has a well-deserved global 
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reputation as a humanitarian donor, but the current crisis poses a 
serious question: is the EU solely a chequebook humanitarian, or 
truly committed to helping people in need regardless of the 
circumstances?  

(STC_2021_11_17) 

The fourth constellation of relations is between the EU and CSOs 
themselves. In this relationship, the EU is consistently positioned as the 
potential protector of civil society vis-à-vis policies of (more illiberal) 
states, particularly when CSOs come under threat of criminalisation of 
their activities. On the one hand there is hope that the EU may provide a 
counterbalance to member state laws in favour of civil society actors. As 
with the first constellation, therefore, the presence of a strong EU is 
favourable, as there is a third, potentially more dominant actor in the form 
of member states. The absence of the EU in this space becomes an enabling 
agent for dominance to occur. This is clear in the proposals which call on 
the EU to ensure access of humanitarian organisations to border areas, or 
to provide a space for civil society actors to be heard. Yet others are more 
sceptical of the EU’s role of protector of civil society, particularly search 
and rescue organisations in the Mediterranean. As StateWatch argues: 

The last time the Commission took a concerted interest in search 
and rescue by private vessels, it resulted in the drafting, with the 
Italian authorities, of a Code of Conduct for NGO vessels that led 
to multiple organisations having to halt operations in the 
Mediterranean.  

(SW_2021_04_23) 

Locations of dominance, therefore, are dependent on the constellation of 
relations they are embedded in. In the constellations analysed above, the 
EU and its agencies have an ambiguous position: they have the potential 
to serve as protector (of those dominated), yet this potential is often not 
fulfilled, and in fact countered by policies and practices that increase the 
spaces of dominance in the migration governance framework. 

What types of differentiation-driven dominance are mentioned 
and in which areas are they perceived? 
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At the heart of CSO criticisms of EU migration and asylum policies is the 
dearth of a rights-based (or “migrant-centred”) approach to migration 
governance. As a result, the first most noted type of dominance is in the 
form of status deprivation, relating to the positioning of the 
migrant/asylum seeker (and particularly irregular migrants), who are 
denied access to the possibility of a formal status within the EU (for 
example the status of an asylum seeker). Additionally, we may talk about 
rights deprivation in the procedures at the border: inter alia arbitrary 
detention, lack of transparency in procedures at the border, and 
pushbacks. Strongly worded pleas aimed at EU institutions and agencies 
(particularly Frontex) were present throughout the 2015–16 refugee crisis, 
as well as the Belarusian border crisis in 2021–22. In the latter case, a 
European Commission proposal for a Council Decision on provisional 
measures to help Latvia, Lithuania and Poland (COM(2021) 752 final, 1 
December 2021) was particularly criticised by CSOs for undermining the 
EU’s own adherence to the principles set out in the treaties. As Amnesty 
International argues: 

While derogations are meant to be temporary and only addressed 
to three EU countries, they have an adverse human rights impact 
and override the necessary democratic scrutiny, other than risk 
weakening the other EU countries’ commitment to observing the 
EU asylum rules when faced with arrivals of migrants and refugees 
at their border.  

(AI_2021_12_07) 

On the other hand, with the activation of the Temporary Protection 
Directive, CSOs lauded the EU for formally granting access to immediate 
temporary protection, including access to the labour market and key social 
support services, to people fleeing the war in Ukraine. 

The European Union and its Member States should be rightfully 
proud of many of the actions they have taken in response to the 
escalating conflict in Ukraine.  

(STC_2022_09_30) 

The unprecedented and speedy measure, in contrast to other 
responses to displacements, allowed for an effective response and 
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granted access to a wide spectrum of rights to those fleeing 
Ukraine.  

(ECRE_2023_01_13)  

However, what CSOs have also noted is that differentiated access and 
incorporation is de jure solidified in the case of the Temporary Protection 
Directive. Those with temporary protection from Ukraine “jump the 
queue” to access the rights and status that those fleeing other conflict 
zones need to wait for or are rejected from, entrenching inequalities in an 
already stratified system of preferential access. 

Further, differentiated access and incorporation into the political system 
of CSOs themselves, whether through denial of access to “invited” spaces 
of dialogue or a lack of protection via the EU for civil society actors who 
are criminalised for their activities on the national level, leads to the 
perception of exclusion in the case of the former, and rights’ deprivation 
in the latter. While there have been half-hearted calls from Commissioners 
to stop the criminalisation of CSOs in the field, there are signs that CSOs 
are becoming wary of EU (in)actions, furthering the perception of the EU 
as a hegemonic and hypocritical power in this context. As a strongly 
worded joint statement of over 100 CSOs working in the field of migration 
and asylum in Europe states: 

Criminalising solidarity also distracts the public from the real 
issues in EU migration and asylum policies: lack of protected entry 
and regular migration channels, inadequate reception conditions, 
violations of international obligations in Search and Rescue 
operations, pullbacks to Libya and other EU neighbouring 
countries as well as pushbacks amongst Member States, and lack 
of clear agreements on disembarkation arrangements. […] In 
addition, the EU protects human rights defenders abroad but fails 
to protect people acting in solidarity with migrants within its own 
borders.  

(JOINT_PICUM_2019_07_26) 

The second type of dominance that was inferred in CSO narratives is 
attributed to fragmentation due to a lack of coordination mechanisms, 
leading to arbitrariness or a sort of “strategic ambiguity” in the space of 
migration governance (Stel 2021). This is particularly seen in the presence 
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or absence of the EBCG (Frontex) on the EU borders, such as during the 
2015–16 refugee crisis. Chaotic and ambiguous border control operations 
in the Mediterranean and Aegean seas resulted in increasingly arbitrary 
practices, leading to the formation of the Balkan route and more 
dangerous crossings from the Libyan coast. During the Belarusian border 
crisis, paradoxically it was the absence of Frontex (particularly in Poland) 
that was a cause for concern. The lack of order and coordination allowed 
for illegal pushbacks to take place at the whim of national governments. 

Yet it is not just the presence or absence of EU agencies – oftentimes 
contingent on relations with member states – that is seen as an issue of 
(the lack of) EU coordination in the field of migration and asylum. Certain 
EU measures are also criticised for introducing mechanisms which allow 
for derogations of member states’ responsibilities under EU asylum law, 
thus lowering harmonisation and increasing arbitrariness. The proposal 
of the Instrumentalisation Regulation (COM (2021) 890) to counter third-
country governments’ acts of destabilisation by instrumentalising 
migration flows – like on the EU-Belarusian border in 2021–23 – is a case 
in point. This type of dominance is the result of what Fossum (2019; 21) 
terms as competence-based functional differentiation in the EU. As a joint 
statement of European migration CSOs highlights: 

The reforms create the risk of arbitrariness with Member States 
applying different standards, and opting in and out of the CEAS at 
will. Non-compliance with EU standards is already rampant and 
Member States will use “instrumentalisation” to justify not 
applying the rules.  

(JOINT_ECRE_2022_09_08) 

In the case of the Ukrainian refugee situation, despite the positive 
reception of the Temporary Protection Directive for those fleeing the 
conflict in Ukraine, CSOs again point to the lack of clear coordination 
mechanisms at EU level to ensure coherent relocation initiatives and 
return procedures (for example for those Ukrainian nationals with 
temporary protection who move onwards to another country and would 
then like to come back to the first country of protection). This increases the 
risk of arbitrary controls and incongruent standards across member states, 
increasing inequality in treatment of those fleeing the conflict in Ukraine. 
This results from: 
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The absence of clear legal provisions regulating pendular 
movements to and from Ukraine of TP holders […] and results in 
considerable inconsistencies across the EU. […] ECRE’s concern is 
that setting any specific term for short-term poses a risk of 
arbitrariness and may lead to premature suspension of TP-related 
rights and the withdrawal of the TP status.  

(ECRE_2023_01_13) 

A third type of dominance that was most often referred to in the CSO 
narratives is the lack of transparency – firstly in the border procedures 
themselves, particularly processing centres at borders and the proposal 
for “swift screening” mechanisms in the New Pact on Migration and 
Asylum. Secondly, the lack of transparency is linked to the push for 
externalisation of asylum and migration management to third countries: 
the powers of the EBCG and Asylum Agency and the proposal to extend 
their actions in third “transit” or “hosting” countries under the New Pact 
on Migration and Asylum is of particular concern. CSOs note a clear lack 
of oversight and legal jurisdiction for actions that may potentially lead to 
the abuse of rights and protection of migrants and asylum seekers. This is 
connected to the proposed extended powers of the EBCG in and outside 
of the EU borders without proper democratic scrutiny. Another problem 
they point to is the lack of accountability mechanisms, which may lead to 
violations of human rights, such as expulsions and pushbacks leading to 
torture or ill-treatment, hindering access to asylum procedures and 
protection from violence. The proposed extension of Frontex operations 
in neighbouring non-EU states poses particular risks in this regard, as they 
lack transparency and oversight. The EU-Turkey Statement of 18 March 
2016 marks the apogee of this decision-making differentiation, which in 
this case blurred where the responsibility for migrants and asylum seekers 
lies and where (geographically and morally) it ends. As a statement from 
the Council on Refugees and Exiles notes, external processing centres are: 

In flagrant denial of the legal responsibility of EU Member States 
for persons in need of protection: thus limiting protection space as 
well as shifting responsibility for refugee protection to third 
countries or countries in the region.  

(ECRE_2017_02_28) 
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On the EU-Turkey deal, they further state that:  

Whereas ECRE actively promotes resettlement as a safe and legal 
channel for refugees to reach safety in Europe […], it strongly 
rejects the one for one approach as the most cynical and 
opportunist response to the refugee crisis in Europe.  

(ECRE_2017_02_28) 

Are ways to prevent/fix dominance offered? If so, what are 
they? 
Unlike in many other fields, the proposals put forward by CSOs working 
with migration and asylum in Europe outline clear pathways to prevent 
and fix the structures of dominance present in the governance of 
migration and asylum in the EU. While these proposals outline concrete 
policy solutions rather than polity orientations, it is possible to discern 
overarching themes which point in a common direction: towards a 
cautiously federalist mode of integration with cosmopolitan undertones. 
A federalist direction of proposals generally calls for a strengthening of 
the power and competences at the level of EU institutions (EP, 
Commission) with supranational level funding procurement, whereas a 
cosmopolitan outlook underscores an orientation towards the individual, 
a transformative conception of integration looking beyond “us” and 
“them”, and a convergence between alienage and citizenship, which can 
be summarised as “the accentuation of universal moral respect for others” 
(Thym 2013, 726). 

A federalist direction was most evident in the calls for a greater role and 
clearer competences at the level of EU supranational institutions, 
particularly the Commission. Notwithstanding the criticisms thereof, as 
outlined above, the proposals were unanimous in calling for more and 
clearer competences for EU-level institutions, rather than more power 
towards member states. However, with the securitising tendencies of the 
European Commission regarding migration and asylum particularly after 
2015, there is evidence of more cautionary undertones in CSOs’ support 
for the accumulation of power within this supranational EU institution: 

ECRE offers a cautious welcome to the increased role of the 
Commission because monitoring Member States’ implementation 
of the CEAS and ensuring compliance with legal standards should 
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be a higher priority. Nonetheless, there are also risks attached to an 
enhanced role for the Commission.  

(ECRE_2021_02_28) 

The alternatives are few, however, and CSO proposals clearly 
underscore their discontent with the increasing externalisation of 
migration control or transferring of responsibility to third countries:  

ECRE finds it unwelcome that the most important legislative 
proposal on the future of asylum in Europe begins with a reference 
to the responsibilities of third countries rather than to those of EU 
countries.  

(ECRE_2021_02_28) 

A federalist direction is also present in a modest preference for increased 
European funding for migration and integration efforts, although these 
proposals are rarely concrete in how they are to be allocated or through 
which instruments: 

EU funding has the potential to play an important role in the 
functioning of the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) and 
in supporting EU member states to build more inclusive societies.  

(ECRE_PICUM_2020_10_30) 

Allocate new additional and ad-hoc funds to tackle the multi-level 
consequences of the conflict in Ukraine. This could be borrowed as 
was done in support of the postpandemic recovery or could be set 
up through national contributions.  

(STC_2022_09_30) 

Whereas proposals for the funding of instruments remain vague, concrete 
calls for policy reforms are at the forefront of CSOs’ visions for the future 
of EU migration and asylum policy. Generally, they call for the overhaul 
of current and proposed policy frameworks, towards a strengthening of 
mandatory solidarity (rather than flexible solidarity) to be coordinated by 
the Commission (particularly in reference to the proposed New Pact on 
Migration and Asylum): 
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On the proposal in the New Pact on Migration and Asylum for 
“flexible” solidarity: If taken forward, this approach [flexible 
solidarity] would considerably weaken the intention for the EU to 
have a common approach to asylum and migration and allows the 
Member States with an explicit anti-migration agenda to legitimise 
their abandoning of responsibilities within the CEAS and 
international law.  

(ECRE_2021_02_28) 

While the calls for increased federalism are cautiously supported, a 
cosmopolitan vision is strongly embraced throughout CSO proposals for 
the future of EU migration and asylum policy. The underlying 
characteristic is an orientation towards the needs of the individual: 

We believe that there is a need to move the current RAMM 
[Regulation on Asylum and Migration Management] in a direction 
that represents not only the interests of the Member States 
themselves, but also of the women, men and children who are 
seeking protection.  

(CCME_2021_04_13.1) 

Further, a transformative conception of integration through an 
interculturalist approach marks a common vision of CSOs working in the 
field. They particularly emphasise a bottom-up approach to integration 
which includes migrants themselves in the policy-making process, 
focusing on the needs of whole communities through fostering individual 
contacts and trust-building at local levels. 

Social inclusion initiatives through EU funding should be targeting 
all migrants regardless of their status […]. Prioritise models of 
reception which favour the development of contacts and exchanges 
with the local community and access to mainstream services 
provided in the communities and not just within the reception 
centres themselves.  

(CCME_2021_04_13.1) 

A transformative conception of integration which blurs the distinction 
between “us” and “them” is not possible without an accompanying 
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convergence between alienage and citizenship rights, however. While 
CSO proposals are careful not to fully close the gap between adherence to 
fundamental human rights for all individuals and the fundamental 
freedoms of Union citizens, there are calls for more freedoms for third 
country nationals (TCNs), particularly those asylum seekers who are 
restricted under the current Dublin regulations and also within the new 
RAMM proposals: 

Ensure that family and other meaningful links to a Member State 
are proactively taken into account and enforced with priority and 
consistency by the national authorities in the process of 
determining the Member State responsible. The country of first 
arrival criterion should not overshadow the implementation of the 
hierarchy of criteria.  

(ECRE_2021_02_28) 

To summarise, CSOs working in the field of migration and asylum, whilst 
cautiously welcoming a more federalist direction in the policy field, first 
and foremost underline the need for a cosmopolitan outlook in migration 
governance. This would be based on a migrant-centred approach to policy 
development, a transformative understanding of community that moves 
beyond the dichotomy of foreigners and hosting societies, and an 
incremental convergence between alienage and European citizenship. 

Conclusions 
Civil society organisations working in the field of migration and asylum 
in the European Union are only one of many stakeholders in this 
governance framework, and their positioning as humanitarian or human 
rights-based actors often puts them at odds with securitising national level 
interests as well as those of some EU institutions and agencies. In this 
research, the perspectives of those CSOs from so-called “invited spaces” 
of governance working close to centres of decision making were included 
to offer a critical view from the inside (although largely from the side 
lines) of EU policy making in this field. 

On closer inspection, CSOs’ perspectives reveal a strategic ambiguity in 
the positioning, policies and practices of EU institutions and 
accompanying agencies in the field of migration and asylum, opening up 
spaces for dominance to occur and democratic malfunctioning to 
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proliferate. Firstly, whilst the EU is ostensibly supportive of a migrant-
centred, rights-based approach to migration and asylum governance, in 
practice this seems largely for export. CSOs highlight the lack of a holistic, 
multi-scalar EU migration governance framework prioritising access to 
fair asylum procedures and a widening of the scope of legal pathways into 
the EU. 

Secondly, in matters of coordination of the space of migration governance, 
the role of the EU and its agencies ought to be pivotal. Admittedly, 
coordination is an extremely difficult and thankless task, particularly in a 
period of constant and sustained crises and insecurity. However, where 
the EU in conjunction with CSOs could play a significant coordinating 
role, the assessment of its activities and policies has ranged from 
lukewarm (the triggering of the Temporary Protection Directive in March 
2022 was welcomed, but the coordination of activities fell well short of 
expectations), to critical (allowing for states to derogate from the Common 
European Asylum System towards more securitised measures in the case 
of the EU-Belarusian border crisis), to downright betrayal (supporting the 
formulation of policies calling for the criminalisation of CSO search and 
rescue activities). Therefore, where the EU could be a critical kingmaker 
or peace-broker within the borders of the EU, we find arbitrariness, 
temporariness and, at worst, the deepening of status and rights 
deprivation for those seeking to enter the EU and others wishing to protect 
their human rights. 

Lastly, the increasing externalisation of EU migration and asylum policies 
puts transparency beyond the scope of democratic scrutiny and turns all 
pretence at supporting human security into “organised hypocrisy”. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that CSOs have limited confidence in the EU and 
its institutions to remedy this intractable set-up. Yet it is towards the EU 
that their proposals flow, with calls for more and clearer coordination (of 
funds, of border control), from the side of EU institutions and agencies, 
with increased monitoring, audits and checks and balances from a variety 
of actors (including the European Fundamental Rights Agency and CSO 
actors in the field). This cautious federalist direction has a clear 
cosmopolitan outlook, a sort of cosmopolitan checks-and-balances 
perspective, which would: (1) not only pay lip service but give real agency 
and co-decision to those migrants/asylum seekers in the integration 
process, (2) offer agency to CSOs within the governance framework as 
partners in the protection of human rights, (3) create spaces of 
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convergence between alienage and citizenship, calling for a 
reconsideration of (some) forms of restrictions to the mobility of asylum 
seekers and generally third-country nationals within the EU, as well as 
fairer and more access to rights, particularly for asylum seekers.  

For the moment, however, this cosmopolitan checks-and-balances outlook 
looks rather bleak. The temporary protection granted to Ukrainian 
nationals fleeing from the Russian aggression in their home country is by 
all accounts the exception rather than a new normal for EU asylum rights. 
Sweden, which took over the EU rotating presidency of the Council in 
January 2023, vowed to make migration a key issue. Yet it is focusing on 
curbing migration and securitising the borders, rather than looking for 
ways to create more equitable, safe and sustained routes to legal migration 
into the EU. CSOs did not have a strong voice in the Conference on the 
Future of Europe, where migration matters were one of the main pillars of 
debate in citizens’ panels and plenary debates. While the 
recommendations stemming from the CoFoE call on the EU to reframe 
migration from a human perspective, the solutions seem to focus on a 
proliferation of agencies (for instance, a proposal for a new EU agency for 
immigration), or the strengthening of existing agencies (Frontex, EU 
Asylum Agency), calling on the EU to be the “first agency that manages 
all agencies and NGOs directly dealing with asylum issues”. This fuels 
criticism of the CoFoE as a forum for advocates for a more federal Europe. 
Therefore, even from what have been framed as citizens’ outlooks from 
the bottom up, there seems to be more of a push for a concentration of 
power (in this case, within EU institutions) within the future of Europe 
debates, rather than a multi-scalar, increased coordination of activities as 
advocated by CSOs working in the field. 
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Annex 1: List of analysed 
reform proposals 
 
 
No. Name of 

actor 
Title of proposal Medium for 

making proposal 
Date 
proposal 
made 

Code for 
proposal 

1 Amnesty 
Internation
al  

Hotspot Italy. How 
EU’s flagship 
approach leads to 
violations of refugee 
and migrant rights 

website 3/11/2016 AI_2016_
11_03 

2 Amnesty 
Internation
al  

Temporary 
Measures on 
asylum and return 
must be rejected 

website 7/12/2021 AI_2021_
12_07 

3 Caritas 
Europa  

Caritas Europa’s 
analysis and 
recommendations 
on the EU Pact on 
Migration and 
Asylum 

website 12/31/202
0 

CE_2020
_12_31 

4 Churches’ 
Commissi
on for 
Migrants 
in Europe  

Comments on the 
Proposal for a 
Regulation of the 
European 
Parliament and of 
the Council on 
asylum and 
migration 
management and 
amending Council 
Directive (EC) 
2003/109 and the 
proposed 
Regulation (EU) 
XXX/XXX (Asylum 
and Migration Fund) 

website 4/13/2021 CCME_2
021_04_
13.1 
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5 Churches’
Commissi
on for 
Migrants 
in Europe  

Comments on the 
EU New Pact on 
Migration and 
Asylum 

website 4/13/2021 CCME_2
021_04_
13 

6 Concord - 
European 
NGO 
Confedera
tion for 
Relief and 
Developm
ent  

CONCORD initial 
reaction to the New 
Pact on Migration 
and Asylum 

website 6/10/2020 CONC_2
020_06_
10 

7 Danish 
Refugee 
Council  

New Pact, New 
Direction? DRC’s 
Recommendations 
on the New Pact on 
Migration and 
Asylum 

website 3/31/2020 DRC_202
0_03_31 

8 ETUC 
European 
Trade 
Union 
Confedera
tion 

A common migration 
and asylum policy, 
based on respect for 
rights and equal 
treatment 

website 5/20/2021 ETUC_20
21_05_2
0 

9 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles  

ECRE Comments 
on the Commission 
Proposal for a 
Regulation on the 
European Border 
and Coast Guard 

website 11/23/201
8 

ECRE_2
018_11_
23 

10 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles  

ECRE Comments 
on the Commission 
Proposal for a 
Regulation on 
Asylum and 
Migration 
Management 

website 2/28/2021 ECRE_2
021_02_
28 

11 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles  

PROTECTION IN 
EUROPE: SAFE 
AND LEGAL 
ACCESS 
CHANNELS: 
ECRE’S VISION OF 
EUROPE’S ROLE 
IN THE GLOBAL 
REFUGEE 
PROTECTION 

website 2/28/2017 ECRE_2
017_02_
28 
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REGIME: POLICY 
PAPER 1 

12 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles  

ECRE COMMENTS 
ON THE 
COMMISSION 
PROPOSAL FOR A 
REGULATION OF 
THE EUROPEAN 
PARLIAMENT AND 
OF THE COUNCIL 
ADDRESSING 
SITUATIONS OF 
INSTRUMENTALIS
ATION IN THE 
FIELD OF 
MIGRATION AND 
ASYLUM 
COM(2021) 890 
FINAL 

website 31/1/2022 ECRE_2
022_01_
31 

13 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles  

EU External 
Cooperation and 
Global 
Responsibility 
Sharing: Towards 
and EU Agenda for 
Refugee Protection.  

website 31/02/201
7 

ECRE_2
017_02_
31 

14 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles  

Holding Frontex to 
Account. ECRE's 
proposals for 
strengthening non-
judicial mechanisms 
for scrutiny of 
Frontex.  

website 31/05/202
1 

ECRE_2
021_05_
31 

15 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles  

Movement to and 
from Ukraine under 
the Temporary 
Protection Directive 

website 13/01/202
3 

ECRE_2
023_01_
13 

16 European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles 
& Platform 
for 
Internation
al 
Cooperati

The Future EU 
Action Plan on 
Integration and 
Inclusion: Ensuring 
an Approach 
Inclusive of All 
Policy Paper 

website 10/30/202
0 

ECRE_PI
CUM_20
20_10_3
0 
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on on 
Undocum
ented 
Migrants  

17 European 
Network 
on Migrant 
Women 

EU Migration and 
Asylum Pact 
through the eyes of 
a woman 

website 18/12/202
0 

ENMW_2
020_12_
18 

18 European 
Sardines 

Migrants on the 
Balkan Route: 6 
concrete proposals 

website 8/10/2021 ES_2021
_08_10 

19 Joint 
Declaratio
n – Civil 
Society 
Europe  

The Future of 
Europe is Ours. A 
view from civil 
society. 
Recommendations 
from civil society 
organisations for the 
Conference on the 
Future of Europe 

website 31/06/202
2 

JOINT_C
SE_2022
_06_31 

20 Joint 
Report – 
Hungarian 
Helsinki 
Committe
e / 
Foundatio
n PRO 
ASYL 

Pushed back at the 
door: denial of 
access to asylum in 
Eastern EU Member 
States 

website 31/12/201
7 

JOINT_H
HC_PRO
AZYL_20
17_12_3
1 

21 Joint 
Statement 
– 
Associatio
n for Legal 
Interventio
n 

Joint Letter to 
Commissioner 
Johansson on 
pushbacks at the 
Belarusian border 

website 11/10/202
1 

JOINT_A
LI_2021_
10_11 

22 Joint 
Statement 
– Don 
Bosco 
Internation
al  

Children cannot 
wait: 7 priority 
actions to protect all 
refugee and migrant 
children 

website 11/29/201
6 

JOINT_D
BI_2016_
11_29 

23 Joint 
Statement 
– 
European 
Council of 

Last call: The future 
Asylum, Migration 
and Integration 
Fund Making the 
case for humane, 
transparent and 

website 30/11/202
0 

JOINT_E
CRE_202
0_11_30 
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Refugees 
and Exiles 

effective use of EU 
resources for 
asylum and 
migration in the 
Union 

24 Joint 
Statement 
– 
European 
Council on 
Refugees 
and Exiles 

Joint Statement: 
NGOs call on 
Member States: 
Agreeing on the 
Instrumentalisation 
Regulation will be 
the Final Blow to a 
COMMON 
European Asylum 
System (CEAS) in 
Europe 

website 8/9/2022 JOINT_E
CRE_202
2_09_08 

25 Joint 
Statement 
– Platform 
for 
Internation
al 
Cooperati
on on 
Undocum
ented 
Migrants 

The EU must stop 
the criminalisation of 
solidarity with 
migrants and 
refugees 

website 
26/07/201
9 

JOINT_PI
CUM_20
19_07_2
6 

26 Joint 
Statement 
– Red 
Cross EU 
Office 

The Asylum and 
Migration Fund: A 
tool for more 
humane, 
transparent and 
effective asylum and 
migration policies in 
the EU?  

website 28/02/201
9 

JOINT_R
C_2019_
02_28 

27 Red Cross 
EU Office  

Key Priorities for the 
EU in the Future 

website 6/24/2019 RC_2019
_06_24 

28 Save the 
Children 

Putting Children 
First – Priorities for 
the EU’s response 
to the conflict in 
Ukraine 

website 30/09/202
2 

STC_202
2_09_30 

29 Save the 
Children 

Belarus border 
crisis: A moment of 
truth for EU’s 
humanitarian 
commitments 

website 17/11/202
1 

STC_202
1_11_17 
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30 Statewatc
h 

Mediterranean: 
European Contact 
Group on Search 
and Rescue failing 
to meet 
transparency 
requirements 

website 23/04/202
1 

SW_2021
_04_23 

31 The 
Commissi
on of 
Catholic 
Episcopal 
Conferenc
es of the 
EU – 
Working 
Group on 
Migration 
and 
Asylum  

Statement by the 
COMECE Working 
Group on Migration 
and Asylum on the 
EU Pact on 
Migration and 
Asylum proposed by 
the European 
Commission  

website 12/15/202
0 

CCEC_2
020_12_
15 
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Introduction 
It is hardly possible to imagine a European democracy without feminist 
perspectives. Gender equality is one of the fundamental values and 
principles of the European Union (EU), an ultimate goal that must be 
achieved at the European and national level. It is part of the EU treaty-
based obligations, as well as being set out in the Gender Equality Strategy 
(2020–2025) and Gender Action Plan, just to name the most recent 
documents. Gender equality is also thought to contribute to economic 
growth, with a positive impact on competitiveness of employment and 
productivity and gross domestic product (EIGE undated). However, 
despite efforts to mainstream gender equality, it has not been achieved in 
many areas: there is still a gender gap in employment and care as well as 
gender inequality in decision making and power, while the rates of 
gender-based violence and harassment are increasing. Many of these 
aspects of gender inequalities have been reflected in the baseline of public 
policies and in the allocation of public resources, indicating that the 
European Commission has not satisfied its obligations in the promotion 
and implementation of gender equality (Gender mainstreaming... 2021). 
At the same time, the current anti-gender campaigns and mobilisation 
against gender equality have revealed how fragile the concept of gender 
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equality is, and opposition to feminist politics is visible at the national and 
European level. Neoliberalism and authoritarianism have created new 
alliances and led to de-democratisation and resistance to gender equality. 
What seemed to be achieved in the field of gender equality is now being 
questioned. 

With these challenges in mind, this study focuses on the vision of Europe 
articulated by gender equality CSOs operating at the 
international/supranational level within Europe. The selection of these 
gender equality CSOs is motivated by several reasons. First, they differ 
from traditional bureaucratic structures and are often formed because of 
exclusion in the mainstream public sphere and democratic processes. 
They are located between state and society, playing a mediating role and 
functioning as one of the counterpublics (Fraser 1990). As such, they can 
offer a contestation of the dominant official narratives presented by the 
EU and the state (at the national level) and create an alternative vision(s) 
of Europe. They can widen the official debates by bringing in issues and 
problems which have been ignored or overlooked in the dominant 
debates. This potential is especially important in the context of changing 
the EU’s priorities on gender equality: since the 2008 financial crisis, it has 
not been defined as a goal in itself and has become more of a tool used to 
achieve other goals. 

Secondly, bringing gender equality CSOs into a discussion also challenges 
the situation in which politics is in the hands of states, European and 
transnational institutions and global corporations. In the context of the 
European Parliament and Council, Joyce Marie Mushaben (2019) refers to 
“trilogues” – informal and secret meetings between EP leadership, the 
Commission, and Council staff – as being exclusionary and inaccessible 
for gender experts. Therefore, providing the perspectives of gender 
equality CSOs responds to a demand for inclusion of gender experts and 
their voices in decision-making processes. 

Thirdly, the EU is often seen as an ally for gender equality CSOs and think 
tanks.  EU policies and structures have been used to support their actions 
and lobby for advancing gender equality at the national level. There is no 
doubt that the EU has included the objective of gender equality, as well as 
forcing member states to transpose the EU regulations and harmonise 
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their policies at the national level. To some extent, we could talk about the 
success of putting gender equality on the EU agenda. At the same time, 
however, gender equality CSOs have argued that this institutional 
support has not been sufficient: gender equality has not been a priority for 
the member states and has been defined as a soft law, leaving a high 
degree of flexibility to member states in the implementation of the EU 
gender equality directives. 

Finally, the debates around gender equality reflect many problems that 
are essential to the debates on the EU polycrisis (Zeitlin, Nicoli, and Laffan 
2019), the financial crisis (Walby 2015), and the rise of right-wing 
populism (Pirro and van Kessel 2017), to name but a few. Here, gender 
equality is expected to provide normative knowledge and reflexivity 
(Lombardo, Meier, and Verloo 2009), which will further transform 
unequal gendered power relations, practices, and norms and create more 
equal and just societies (Ferree 2006). This contribution of gender equality 
organisations was significant in the debates on the future of Europe – an 
initiative launched by the European Commission to discuss how to reform 
the EU institutions and policies. As the debates aimed to capture the 
voices of citizens, they became an important forum for the CSOs to 
engage. For gender equality organisations, the reason was twofold. The 
voices and opinions of gender equality organisations broadened the 
perspective on the issues discussed by applying a gender lens and 
providing arguments supporting their views to stakeholders and citizens. 
Furthermore, the debate on the future of Europe, and especially the 
Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE), made a public space 
available for feminist academics, politicians, and activists from gender 
equality movements and organisations known as the “velvet triangle” 
(Woodward 2004). In other words, the debate on the future of Europe can 
be seen as a political opportunity structure to implement gender equality 
policies and to integrate gender perspectives into the new policy 
frameworks. This role of gender equality organisations seems to be very 
important if we examine the Five Presidents’ Report or the White Paper 
on the Future of Europe. While the former barely discusses gender 
equality (e.g. increasing the employment of women), the latter states: “The 
EU is now the place where [...] equality is not just spoken about but 
continues to be fought for” and “in the section on the drivers of Europe’s 
future some problems, such as ageing societies in Europe, new family 
structures, a changing population, urbanisation and more diverse 
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working lives, affect the way social cohesion is built”. Moreover, voices 
emphasising the importance of gender equality are valued and needed in 
a context of anti-gender discourses and cultural wars. To counteract the 
hegemonic narratives that mobilise members of European societies 
through the instrumentalisation of emotions, it is important to introduce 
the perspective of the other side. 

This chapter aims at identifying the conceptual and policy contributions 
of gender equality organisations to the advancement of gender equality 
and democracy in Europe. It examines how gender equality is framed and 
articulated in the documents of gender equality CSOs and enquires 
whether their contributions can reinforce democracy and counteract anti-
gender movements. The first part of the chapter provides an overview of 
the gender equality policies in the EU and sheds light on the concept of 
regendering democracy. This is followed by methodological reflection 
explaining the research approach and selection of the empirical material. 
The second part focuses on the vision of gendered democracy put forward 
by gender equality CSOs. It presents three frameworks used by CSOs to 
argue for the advancement of gender equality: the value-based approach, 
citizen-rights approach, and financial gains approach. This illustrates the 
dominant gender frames CSOs adopt to legitimise gender equality and 
mobilise the EU institutions to implement gender equality as a horizontal 
principle in policies. This analysis leads to a discussion on the role of the 
EU as a promoter of gender equality and offers an insight on the 
possibilities of developing a feminist vision of Europe. 

Gender democracy and the EU  
Has gender equality been achieved in the EU? Can the EU be seen as a 
gender-equal polity? What role does the EU play in combating the 
inequalities between women and men? Who can have an impact on 
gender equality policies at the EU level? The answers to these questions 
vary. Some scholars have proven that, despite the EU’s extensive efforts 
to promote gender equality as a horizontal principle that intersects in 
various policy areas, gender inequalities still persist and the effects of EU 
policies are limited. Insufficient gender equality machinery, differences in 
the imposition of EU gender equality regulations among member states, 
weak political will among member states, and exclusion by the EU of 
important policy areas (such as abortion), as well as development of “soft” 
rather than “hard” law interventions are often named as hindering factors 
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(Walby 2004). Others, while recognising the limitations of the EU’s impact 
on gender inequalities, focus on the development of the legal framework 
allowing gender inequalities to be identified and combated, as well as 
pressure from female Members of the European Parliament and from 
feminist movements and non-governmental organisations to advance 
gender equality.  They acknowledge the effectiveness of gender units in 
the EU Commission in including the gender perspective in various 
policies and point out that gender equality has been presented as the main 
common value, strongly linked to human rights and social equity. The 
more progressive character of the EU’s legal provision and policies is also 
emphasised: the EU neither simply reflects nor restricts the national 
interests, but can be seen as a leader in advancing gender equality. Thus, 
as Jacquot (2020) claims, the EU is believed to be “exceptional” with 
respect to gender equality policies. 

The EU recognises gender equality as one of its values (Article 2, Treaty 
on European Union – TEU), a fundamental right (Article 23, EU Charter 
of Fundamental Rights), and a positive duty (Article 157, TFEU) (cf. 
MacRae, Guerrina, and Masselot 2021: 188). This approach was enhanced 
by including gender equality as an objective of the EU in the Treaty on the 
Functioning of the EU (Article 3 and Article 8) and the Amsterdam Treaty 
(1997), which emphasises that “In all other activities referred to in this 
Article, the Community shall aim to eliminate inequalities and promote 
equality between men and women” (Amsterdam Treaty, Art. 3, Article 8 
TFEU). In addition to the broad definition of gender equality, gender 
equality policies have been developed through a number of directives. In 
particular, they address the issue of equal pay for the work of equal value 
(1975), equal access to employment, vocational training, promotion, and 
working conditions (1976), equal treatment in statutory social security 
(1978), an occupational social security scheme (1986), equal treatment of 
self-employed people (1986), protection guaranteed to pregnant workers 
and workers who have recently given birth or are breastfeeding (1992), 
working time (1993), parental leave of at least three months to male and 
female workers (1996), reversing the burden of proof of discrimination on 
the defendant (1997), the principle of equal opportunities and equal 
treatment of men and women in matters of employment and occupation 
(2006), work-life balance (2019) and gender balance in corporate boards 
(2022). While most of the directives advance gender equality in the labour 
market or work-life balance, Directive 2004/113/EC implements the 
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principle of equal treatment between men and women in access to and 
supply of goods and services. 

The EU’s commitment to promoting gender equality also transfers into 
several strategies, including the most recent ones, such as the Gender 
Equality Strategy 2020–2025, which provides further guidelines on the 
measures aimed at combating inequalities. As the Strategy states: “In all 
its activities, the Union shall aim to eliminate inequalities and to promote 
equality between men and women” (European Commission, 2020: 2). It 
addresses, among others, gender-based violence, gender stereotypes, 
gender inequalities in the labour market, as well as decision making and 
political representation. Importantly, for the first time, all these areas 
should be approached from the intersectional perspective and in 
collaboration with CSOs. To achieve the latter, the EU urges member 
states to “support civil society and public services in preventing and 
combating gender-based violence and gender stereotyping, including 
with the help of EU funding available under the ‘citizens, equality, rights, 
and values’ programme” (European Commission, 2020: 7). This demand 
is especially timely considering that more progressive legal initiatives 
were blocked by member states, but also far-right populist groupings and 
religious conservatives which oppose feminist politics and legislation. 

According to Sylvia Walby (2004), this regulatory policy-led model 
emphasising the role of the EU polity in transforming gender regimes was 
initially embedded in the “sameness” approach to allow women to 
reconcile professional work with care, but over time it has shifted to 
“gender mainstreaming” by transcending economic issues and including 
gender in all policy areas. This shift can also be seen as a process of 
developing the EU “gender regime” (Wahl 2021), helping to understand 
the process of regendering democracy: making democracy and gender 
equality inseparable and strengthening each other. In practice, however, 
this relationship is not self-evident and is often contested. This has become 
evident in the face of current challenges, including the Eurozone crisis, the 
rise of populism, Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic, which have led to 
democratic backsliding and hindered the role of gender equality CSOs 
and the possibilities of reducing gender inequalities. 

In this context, the contribution of the feminist approach, pointing to the 
importance of regendering democracy, led to a feminist project of 
developing more radical and deep democracy (Phillips 1991; Galligan 
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2015). Its origin can be traced back to the critics of the sexual contract 
located in patriarchy, which was later transferred to liberal democracies 
and constituted women’s subordination (Pateman 1988). Over time, the 
discussion of how democracies are gendered expanded and referred to 
several key dimensions. First, it calls for gender justice as the key value 
and principle of democratic governance. Second, it addresses the 
democratic bias and the inability of democracy to provide equal 
representation by proposing the notion of inclusion and recognition of 
women. These concepts are understood not only as providing procedures 
and mechanisms such as quotas to increase the number of under-
represented groups, especially women, but also as including the interests 
and perspective of women in policy-making processes organising the 
political and social order. The latter, according to Walby (2015, 116), refers 
to “the governance of major public services, such as finance, health, 
education and care services, through procedures that are democratically 
accountable, rather than through procedures focused on increasing profits 
for private owners”. Therefore, gender equality is presented as central to 
all democratic processes and activities, varying from the articulation of 
distinctive opinions and points of view through representatives of all 
genders to policy development and allocation of resources. The inclusion 
of the gender dimension and gender experts is perceived as necessary to 
achieve policy progress (McBride and Mazur, 2013), and a lack of 
supportive conditions for feminist advocates will result in backsliding and 
undermining of gender equality policies (Krizsan and Roggeband, 2018). 

Methodology 
This chapter focuses on the visions of feminist Europe as articulated by 
gender equality organisations in the debate on the future of the EU. It 
examines how gender equality is addressed in gender equality 
organisations’ proposals covering the 2015–2022 period. Is it seen as 
related to particular policy areas? Do these areas reflect the priorities of 
the EU gender equality framework? Do feminist organisations set the 
same goals as the EU? Second, the justifications for the arguments 
supporting the feminist perspective are analysed. Do feminist 
organisations support their claims by referring to European values? Or do 
they use the neoliberal logic or emphasise how gender equality is 
profitable for the EU, member states, and citizens?  Third, the analysis of 
the proposal is a point of departure to examine how feminist claims can 
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engender democracy (Phillips 1991), especially in the context of the 
conservative backlash and the rise of “gender ideology” (Verloo 2018, 
Korolczuk and Graff 2018, Kuhar and Paternotte 2017). 

This study captures the voices of gender equality organisations, which 
operate on two levels that are not mutually exclusive and allow multiple 
roles to be performed: those contributing to the discussion on policy 
issues, offering gender consulting and conducting gender evaluations, as 
well as those acting as watchdog organisations, evaluating and controlling 
the policies and strategies established at the EU level. The gender equality 
CSOs were selected through several strategies. First, based on the existing 
literature on gender equality in the EU, I identified the most vocal 
organisations active in the area of gender equality. Second, I analysed the 
debates on the future of Europe to capture the organisations actively 
contributing to the discussions either by taking part in public debates or 
by submitting proposals with vision(s) of gender equality policies/gender 
equality democracy. Finally, I checked the Transparency Register to 
examine which organisations are present in the law-making and policy 
development processes of the EU institutions. Based on these three 
strategies, a list of gender equality organisations was created and their 
websites were reviewed to identify the proposals which discuss their 
opinions on gender equality policies and the future of Europe. For the 
purposes of this chapter, I selected six gender equality CSOs (Annex  1) 
based on several criteria: 1) inclusion of mainstream and peripheral 
organisations, 2) diverse areas of expertise, 3) diverse ideological 
approach to feminism. Their proposals were analysed by applying 
qualitative content analysis. 

Understanding gender equality 
Analysis of the proposals made by gender equality organisations shows 
that they contributed to discussions on topics closely related to their own 
expertise. They provided feminist knowledge of how to understand 
political and policy processes from a gendered perspective, as well as 
explaining the gendered aspects of various policy areas. They promoted 
gender expertise as policy and transformative expertise (Hoard 2015), 
indicating how new feminist concepts can enhance democracy and 
counterbalance the essentialist understanding of gender promoted by 
conservative, populist, or right-wing milieus. Yet, by focussing on their 
specific area of expertise, they provide some insight on the EU mechanism 
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of governance, decision-making power relations between the EU and the 
Member States, as well as the prerogatives of the EU to mainstream 
gender as a basis of democratic order. The analysis illustrates the 
importance of the European Union as responsible for developing gender 
equality policies and highlights gender equality as the foundation for 
future development and integration of the EU.  

The key areas of actions for the EU indicated in their proposals overlap 
with the scope of actions of organisations, but also with the gender 
equality policies already implemented by the EU. These are: violence 
against women, economy (including gender budgeting), care, political 
representation, participation in decision-making processes, and sexual 
and reproductive health and rights. Equally important from gender 
equality CSOs is the role of the EU in establishing gender mainstreaming 
by applying gender budgeting, collecting sex-disaggregated data on all 
policy areas or in new, emerging areas of interest, such as energy poverty. 

Regardless of the policy area discussed in the proposals, gender equality 
organisations provide the current state of gender equality. While they 
identify some achievements, they are critical in evaluating the progress 
made at both the EU and national level. Not only did they notice that there 
is still gender inequality in general, but they also provided specific 
examples of gender gaps and gender bias. As illustrated in the proposal 
published by G5+: 

In the last 20 years, there has been some progress in “descriptive” 
representation, for example, in relation to the number of women in 
panels, but not much in “substantive” representation, such as the 
discussion of a gender perspective on climate change. Regarding 
the “symbolic” representation, the EU must be stronger in 
defending gender equality as part of its identity, which is part of its 
founding principles and mission. 

(G5+2021:2) 

They are also critical of the process of implementation of gender 
mainstreaming as a horizontal principle. While the idea that gender 
equality should be integrated in all policy areas at all levels is seen as a 
step in the right direction, there is little commitment to developing tools 
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to encourage the implementation of gender mainstreaming and 
measurement of its impact. 

(…) gender mainstreaming has no standalone quantitative target 
even though it is also described as a horizontal principle. 
Moreover, according to the European Parliament’s Resolution of 14 
March 2017: “tools for gender mainstreaming, such as gender 
indicators, gender impact assessment and gender budgeting, are 
rarely used in policy design and implementation”. 

(Young Feminist Europe 2019a) 

The assessment of progress is a point of departure for providing 
recommendations on measures to be taken, either in the context of specific 
EU regulations or documents they consulted or in the form of political 
guidelines across all policy areas. Although the political objectives for the 
EU do not differ from those set in the EU documents (e.g. EU Gender 
Equality Strategy 2020–2025), gender equality organisations provide more 
specific measures. For example, to advance gender equality in decision-
making processes, the following should be utilised: alternation of zipped 
lists in elections (i.e. alternating female and male candidates on the list), 
granting gender parity of elected and appointed officials, or ensuring 
gender equality in all policy fields, especially at the highest levels. The 
proposals discussing gender-based violence (GBV) urged attention to a 
broad scope of violence, including online violence and sexual exploitation 
in both the private and public spheres, as well as creation of a 
comprehensive policy framework combining both external policies (such 
as the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating 
violence against women and domestic violence – Istanbul Convention) 
and future EU directives. More progressive solutions are put forward in 
the field of care, where there is a need to adopt a feminist economy of 
wellbeing in the form of a European Care Deal. This mechanism reinforces 
the arguments and solutions already present at the EU and national levels 
(such as investment in accessible and affordable public care infrastructure, 
implementing work-life policies, ensuring payment for care work), but it 
also suggests a holistic approach based on the recognition of a universal 
right to care. The latter strongly supports the equal-earner equal-carer 
model, which can be achieved only if both paid and unpaid care is taken 
into account and equally valued. The shift towards advancing gender 
equality in care must be accompanied by reducing gender gaps in the 
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labour market and recognising the unpaid care work done by women in 
macroeconomic policies and indicators. In the latter case, the gender 
mainstreaming strategy should be applied in the budgetary process as a 
tool to promote equality between men and women (Young Feminist 
Europe 2019a). 

Framing gender equality 
To support their demands regarding the advancement of gender equality, 
gender equality CSOs have developed several strategies. Based on the 
analysis of the gathered documents, it is possible to inductively point to 
three of them: the value-based approach, citizen-rights approach, and 
financial gains approach. 

Value-based approach 
One of the most common ways of addressing gender equality is the 
language of values and human rights. This approach is strongly linked 
with the core values promoted and safeguarded by the EU, which plays a 
central role in justifying the attempts to advance gender equality, at both 
European and national levels. Gender equality organisations claim that 
the EU has a long-standing commitment to gender equality, which is 
reflected in the EU treaties: the Lisbon Treaty (2007), the EU Charter of 
Fundamental Rights (2000), and the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union (2012). These documents define gender equality as a goal 
and core value of the EU and give it prerogatives to promote gender 
equality in its activities. By referring to these documents, the gender 
equality organisations legitimise the role of the EU as an institution 
responsible for undertaking actions aimed at advancing gender equality 
and consequently building a more just and cohesive society. They do not 
question the EU competences in the field of gender equality as defined in 
the constitutional treaties and therefore, do not consider the EU as 
overstepping them in its effort to advance gender equality. This approach 
clearly shows that gender equality organisations recognise the importance 
of supranational institutions (such as the EU) and their collaboration as 
having a strategic impact on the promotion of women’s rights and 
supporting their actions. Therefore, they do not demand to deconstruct 
the existing institutional order – quite the contrary: they expect that it will 
be sustained and developed to reinforce the EU and its prerogatives in the 
field of gender equality. In this way, the EU would be able to overcome 
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the difficulties it has faced, reinforce its power over the member states and 
rebuild its democratic order.  

All the gender equality organisations analysed emphasise that the use of 
the EU as a tool to challenge insufficient progress toward gender equality 
has become even more pressing in the context of unprecedented 
challenges, such as rising populism, anti-gender movements, climate 
change, the migration crisis, backsliding in gender equality, women’s and 
LGBTQI + rights, and, most recently, the COVID-19 crisis (cf. Krizsan, 
Roggeband 2018). As never before, these crises have put human rights, 
including women’s and LGBTQI+ rights, and liberal democracy under 
threat. In this context, gender equality organisations show the gendered 
consequences of crises, suggesting that they may open a window of 
opportunity for the EU to advance gender equality. They call for greater 
involvement of the EU to defend its core value and challenge the political 
and societal opposition to gender equality in the EU and its member states.  

Urgent and firmer action is required from the EU to safeguard its 
values in its own Member States. The EU must closely monitor 
and denounce any negative developments regarding the rule of 
law, fundamental rights, and civic space in EU Member States. The 
EU must use all the tools at its disposal to ensure respect for these 
values in EU Member States – including legal (infringements 
proceedings at the Court of Justice of the EU), financial 
(conditionality of EU funds), political (Rule of law mechanism, 
Article 7 TEU) tools; and apply sanctions whenever necessary.  

(IPPF 2021) 

This situation is also exacerbated by the current backsliding in 
gender equality, women’s and LGBTI+ rights (lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, trans, intersex), and SRHR. These rights and values are 
increasingly under threat in Europe and beyond. Recent years have 
seen an increase in coercive, authoritarian, and misogynistic 
movements, trying to take away people’s reproductive freedom 
and impose a harmful worldview about gender roles. These actors 
are linked to far-right or illiberal movements and parties in Europe. 
Their funding and genuine goals often lack transparency. Their 
concerted efforts aim to undermine the European values of the rule 
of law, democracy, and respect for human rights, including 
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equality and non-discrimination. The EU must resist the 
regressive measures they seek to impose and defend its values, 
including reproductive freedom. 

(IPPF 2021) 

Reference to gender equality as a value is not an exceptional strategy 
utilised exclusively by gender equality organisations. A similar rhetoric 
comes from conservative, populist, and right-wing organisations that 
argue against defining some women’s rights (e.g. abortion) as human 
rights while using this perspective to address other important rights from 
their perspective. 

In addition to its legal dimension, gender equality is not just about the 
abstract value promoted in EU documents. It is also seen by gender 
equality organisations as a “lived” value supported by the majority of 
Europeans: “The value of gender equality is close to the hearts of 
European citizens – 91% of Europeans believe that promoting it is 
important to ensure a fair and democratic society” (IPPF 2021). Therefore, 
the protection of gender equality is seen as the obligation towards 
Europeans to safeguard a rights-based democracy and civic space in EU 
member states, but it is also presented as a citizen’s right to demand that 
the EU should respect its own value. This implies that the EU should not 
only promote gender equality at the symbolic level, but also undertake 
specific actions: 

gender equality financing needs to have more place within the EU 
budget to make gender equality a reality. As citizens, we must 
request the EU to uphold and respect its own founding institutional 
principles and legal texts. In this sense, supporting gender-
responsible budgeting means standing for a feminist EU. 

(Young Feminist Europe 2019a) 

Framing gender equality as embedded in the EU values shows that for 
gender equality organisations, the role and prerogatives of the EU are not 
questioned. They are seen as being deeply rooted in the European 
normative framework: the EU’s responsibility for advancing gender 
equality is seen as its obligation towards the Member States embedded not 
only in the official EU documents but also supported by citizens’ 
expectations. Consequently, the EU not only has a legal basis to act in the 
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field of gender equality, it is also seen as legitimate representative of EU 
citizens. However, as mentioned above, gender equality organisations 
recognize some limitations faced by the EU in implementing gender 
mainstreaming and point to a need of even greater involvement of the EU 
in this policy area. 

 

Citizen-rights approach 
The claims of gender equality organisations are also supported by the 
concept of citizenship, understood as “a right to have equal possibilities 
to participate in the governance of society” (Petersson 1989: 16, in Siim 
1991). Gender equality CSOs argue that, as women account for half of the 
population, it is not possible to develop a democratic system without 
women’s equality. They clearly anchor the debate on gender equality in 
the concept of citizenship, which cannot be seen as universalist. On the 
contrary, in its gendered nature, they see the potential to challenge 
women’s exclusion and recognise their experiences, needs, and interests 
but also knowledge, skills and talents. Without taking them into account, 
the EU risks violating the rights of some of its citizens, which can lead to 
their disengagement and disappointment of the EU. 

As they [women] make up half of the population, women’s 
experiences, needs and interests should be fully addressed when 
deciding on the future of the EU, if this future is to be equal. 
Advancing gender equality requires having women’s rights as a 
priority on the agenda, and the CoFoE must be one of the channels 
to advance this goal. 

(EWL 2022) 

Even though young European women are born with the same 
formal rights as their male counterparts, they realise that gender 
inequalities persist in practice in all fields of their lives 
(economically, in politics, socially…). This creates frustration and a 
feeling of being left apart. […] When developing new policies, one 
should think of the consequences that it may have on different age 
and gender groups and foster equality when in practice there is 
none. 
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(Young Feminist Europe 2019b) 

Gender equality in this context is based on the demand for inclusion based 
upon the conviction that women are different from men (i.e. the gender-
differentiated concept of citizenship). Recognising them as “first-class 
citizens” cannot be limited only to their role as legitimating actors or their 
consultative roles and be seen as a “politically correct” approach. To fully 
acknowledge their needs and role and to bring about sustainable change, 
we need a transformation from a tokenistic participation towards co-
leadership and co-ownership of public spaces and processes (Young 
Feminist Europe 2021a). For G5+ (2019b), this process requires the 
transition towards parity democracy and substantive gender equality.  It 
not only responds to the question of citizens’ rights and justice, but 
expands beyond gender equality, also reflecting a diversity among 
women which must be accounted for (G5+ 2019b; EWLA 2022b).  

Parity democracy does not aim to treat women as a minority group 
within the dominant framework, but to create a more inclusive 
framework. It aims at transforming democracy by including all 
women in their diversity, and not only a group of selected women 
that have managed to adapt to the male constructed parameters of 
politics. Moving towards parity democracy in the EU means 
greater diversity, and thus, it means a better reflection and 
representation of the real Europe. 

(G5+ 2019b: 7) 

The approach embedded in the intersectional and women-rights 
perspective  is contrasted with historical decision-making processes, 
typically – as emphasised by gender equality organisations – open to and 
representing white, upper-class men, which did not lead to the 
recognition of women’s needs, perspectives and interests in various areas, 
and especially in GBV. 

This argument is also present in the proposal published in response to 
COVID-19, which clearly indicates that gender-blind policies and 
measures will not consider the specific needs of more than half of the 
population – women and girls. The insufficient response to the gender 
aspects of the pandemic was also caused by the exclusion of women from 
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decision-making positions responsible for preparing the strategies to deal 
with the pandemic and health crisis. 

It is a wake-up call about the urgency of moving towards a socio-
economic model that recognises women’s and girls’ invaluable 
contributions to society and places care at its centre. 

(Young Feminist Europe 2022) 

To conclude, reference to a citizen’s-rights approach occurs in the 
analysed proposals in different contexts and in relation to various aspects. 
What seems to be important is a redefinition or change of focus 
emphasised by some gender equality organisations: from the recognition 
of women as fist class citizens, to the intersection of different axes of social 
inequalities.  

Financial gain approach 
Gender equality is also seen from the perspective of macroeconomic and 
financial changes. Some organisations point to the insufficiency of the EU 
budget devoted to gender equality: 

 
The cost of a feminist EU will not be found scratching fake 
arguments when just 1% of the ESIF budget has been allocated to 
gender equality measures. 

(Young Feminist Europe 2019a) 

Among the reasons explaining the lack of proper funding allocation is a 
lack of understanding of the purpose of investing in gender equality and 
little priority given to gender mainstreaming in funding programmes and 
policies. 

Gender equality is also justified as leading to economic progress and 
financial gains. A member of G5+, Maria Stratigaki, while discussing the 
report on the 2019 European Parliament election stressed that, based on 
the EIGE study, the promotion of equality issues by 2050 will increase the 
European GDP by up to 9.6% (3.15 trillion EUR) (G5+ 2019; EWL 2020a). 
The proposals using this argument indicate the cost if no action is taken to 
advance gender equality, especially in the field of care and violence 
against women and girls. 
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Apart from the great human cost, a recent EIGE report estimated 
the cost to the economy of gender-based violence at 300 billion 
euros a year, and this has been considered an underestimate. The 
cost of inaction goes far beyond the economic cost when almost 
every woman in the EU experiences some form of gender-based 
violence and the statistics are very disturbing.  

(G5+ 2022b) 

The arguments indicated that the financial loss due to the lack of measures 
and policies for gender equality are clearly visible in the proposals 
discussing the impact of COVID-19 on gender equality. Although this 
tendency pre-dated the pandemic, the lockdown revealed them with 
redoubled force, as well as bringing new equality challenges. They 
illustrate how women were disproportionately affected by Covid: they 
did the lion’s share of unpaid care, were hit by job losses more than men, 
dominated in professions which were crucial during the pandemic (e.g. 
nurses, cleaners, supermarket workers or other service workers) and were 
at increased risk of violence (Young Feminist 2022; EWLA 2022a). The 
gendered consequences are even more visible in the case of migrant 
women  and women and girls staying in displacement sites or those 
affected by humanitarian crises. The financial arguments for adopting 
new, long-term policies are justified by pointing to the gender aspect of 
individual cost (e.g. reduced opportunities for women to pursue 
professional work) and societal cost (e.g. loss of labour force, increase in 
public spending for victims of gender-based violence). 

In this context, the economic crisis may well reduce overall female 
labour participation rates and increase female unemployment. 
Because many companies are still reluctant to introduce gender-
sensitive strategies in relation to personnel management, more 
women will be forced to quit their jobs or to reduce their work-time 
loads; caring for others contributes to their loss of income and, thus, 
economic independence. 

(G5+ undated) 

Current economic indicators and macroeconomic policies do not 
consider the impact of unpaid care work of women. Meanwhile, 
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the value of unpaid domestic work and unpaid family care work 
ranged between 27% and 37% of EU GDP in 2010. 

(Young Feminist Europe) 

Closing inequality gaps between women and men will boost the 
European project, and set a global example of a united region that 
is grounded in care for all people and the planet. We trust that 
you share our concern that EU spending must reflect the EU’s 
political priorities and that this will be at the core of the ECOFIN 
meeting. 

(EWL 2020a) 

The financial argument goes beyond economic growth or economic loss – 
financial investments are seen not only as leading to financial gains but 
also as a way to build strong and fair societies. 

Gendering democracy? The vision of feminist Europe 
How do gender equality organisations envisage engendering democracy 
and building a feminist Europe? Although all gender equality 
organisations refer to feminist values as a foundation for their vision of 
democracy, it is possible to distinguish two main lines of argument. For 
some gender equality organisations, engendering democracy relates to 
advancing equality between women and men. However, this process 
cannot be limited only to increasing the number of women in decision 
making, promoting feminist leadership, narrowing gender gaps in the 
labour market, or combating violence against women and girls. Gender 
equality is understood here as a fundamental value underlying all 
democratic processes and practices, changing democratic structures and 
organisational culture. They argue that promotion of gender equality has 
not provided the expected results, and call for actions attempting to 
guarantee equality. Other gender equality organisations base their 
proposal on the intersectional approach, stressing inclusion as a basis for 
gendered democracy. 

We seek to offer a truly feminist, transformative and intersectional 
vision that shapes multilateral, multi-stakeholder, and 
multigenerational processes such as this one, and to contribute to 
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the redistribution of power that is mindful of intersecting 
structures of discrimination and inequalities.  

(Young Feminist Europe 2021b) 

Gender equality organisations argue that citizens are subject to multiple 
systems of oppressions: racism, colonialism, capitalism, patriarchy, to 
name but a few. These multiple axes of oppression cannot be understood 
in isolation, as they interact and reinforce each other. To better understand 
them, gender equality organisations urge recognition of the power 
dynamic and “engage in the five main dimensions where discrimination, 
inequality, and oppression take place: individual, institutional, 
organisational, systemic, and historic dimensions” (Young Feminist 
Europe). 

Is the EU capable of creating a feminist Europe? Analysis of the gender 
equality organisations’ proposals points to a positive answer to this 
question. Despite the fact that the implementation of gender equality has 
sometimes been problematic, insufficient and ineffective, the EU has a 
transformative potential: 

In particular, the EU has the capacity to provide a gender analysis 
of all policies, supported by gender impact assessments and gender 
budgeting to help shape effective national policies in this field. 

(G5+ 2019b: 15) 

Also, women are not a homogenous group and thus it is essential 
to look at the great diversity of their experiences, backgrounds and 
the issues they face. When tackling discrimination on the grounds 
of sex, it is crucial to keep in mind that the discrimination of women 
is often combined  with other factors that affect women, such as 
race, colour, ethnic or social origin, genetic features, language, 
religion or belief, political or any other opinion, membership of a 
national minority, property, birth, disability, age or sexual 
orientation (art. 21 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU). 
These other factors may affect women belonging to such groups to 
a different degree or in different ways to men, and aggravate  their 
negative impact. 

(EWL 2020c) 
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To develop a European polity, common values and principles should be 
promoted and diffused (Meyer et al. 1997). Regardless of the strategies 
applied, the proposal regarding the future of Europe positions the EU as 
a promoter of gender equality. Gender equality CSOs stress that to build 
a feminist Europe and gendered democracy, the EU will have to apply a 
gender lens and expand the scope of its activities. While these tasks are 
part of the EU’s competencies, gender equality organisations show that 
the Union has fallen short of its expectations and obligations embedded in 
its treaties. They clearly recognise the policy areas in which the EU has 
impact and those where gender equality policies are the responsibility of 
the member states (i.e. national states). However, the development of 
gender mainstreaming as the main EU strategy has opened new 
possibilities for gender equality organisations to put pressure also on the 
areas that were not central to the EU. It has also developed stronger links 
between the European and national levels in the process of developing 
legal measures and policies to advance women’s rights. To bridge the gap 
between existing EU policies and the vision of gendered democracy, the 
EU must – as part of its obligations and prerogatives – shift from a strategy 
based on “soft” laws related to gender equality to express greater 
commitment to gender equality issues at the national and supranational 
level. 

While previous actions are recognised and appreciated, there is a strong 
need for the EU to become more vocal in building gendered democracy, a 
democracy that puts gender equality and gender justice at the centre of its 
attention. In this context, it is not surprising that the Union is expected to 
take more specific and concrete action to “truly advance women’s rights 
in the EU” (EWL 2022: 1) or to build “a gender-responsive Europe” 
(Young Feminist 2019a). No longer is the EU seen mostly as responsible 
for the development of a general framework for gender equality and 
protection of this value as a European one. The need for change from 
“equality of rhetoric” and “promotion of equality” to “guarantees of 
equality” and “positive actions” has been voiced (G5+ 2019b: 32). The EU 
is expected to monitor gender equality policies and demand that the 
member states conform and implement the policies as part of building a 
gendered democracy. As one organisation notes: 

Putting women and gender equality at the centre of EU politics, 
adopting social policies with a strong gender perspective and 
implementing gender balance systematically would help to achieve 
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the objective of “a Europe of gender equality and empowered 
women”, the first resolution of the Party of European Socialists. It 
would also be a smart and forward-looking move. 

(Young Feminist Europe 2019c) 

The turn towards “harder” instruments clearly shows that the EU is 
expected to become a role model by transforming its own institutions and 
pushing the member states to implement measures aimed at advancing 
gender equality (e.g. zipper system quotas for election, nominating one 
female and one male Commission candidate) and sanction the member 
states which oppose the EU’s suggestions. 

The role of the EU is especially needed due to a lack of adequate funding 
at member-state level as well as the rising influence of populism, the anti-
gender movement and external developments such as the climate or 
energy crisis and Russia’s aggression against Ukraine. In this context, the 
EU is expected to support feminist organisations engaged in projects 
related to various dimensions of gender equality (e.g. G5+ 2022a). To be 
able to do so, it must also deal with its internal divisions around gender – 
both the European Parliament and the Council – which might be seen as a 
barrier to legitimising “gender equality as a foundational principle of the 
EU and thereby threatening a strong pillar of democracy in Europe” (G5+ 
2021a). 

Although the CoFoE was seen as a window of opportunity to make gender 
equality claims heard and recognised, it has not been fully utilised to 
advance this cause. As noted in one contribution to the conference: 

It is not acceptable and disappointing that gender equality is not 
one of the 9 themes of the CoFoE. Gender equality cannot be an 
addition, but must be a central cross-cutting issue. Currently, it is 
mainly discussed under the rule of law/rights theme, including the 
question of sexual and reproductive health, which undeniably is a 
crucial issue for women. The theme of gender-responsive budgets 
must be included. 

(G5+ 2021b)  

This quotation illustrates the disillusionment at the CoFoE, emphasising 
the deficit of areas to discuss gender equality and the deficit of women 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 227  

taking part in the conference, revealing that gender equality was neither a 
crucial category for debates nor used as a gender angle. As noted by G5+ 
(2021b): 

From the available statistics, it appears that women have not been 
encouraged to participate in the CoFoE process. In September 
2021, an analysis of 20,000 contributions and 1,600 events showed 
that 63% were coming from men and only 15% from women.  

As a result, the debate on the future of Europe may not adequately reflect 
all relevant concerns and respond to citizens’ various experiences and 
needs. The lack of recognition of half of citizens (i.e. women) and their 
unequal inclusion in the decision-making processes is a source of 
democratic deficit, resulting in questions on the legitimacy and 
functioning of the EU. The debate on the future of Europe also points to 
the difficulties to mainstream gender equality as a foundation of future 
democracy. In other words, it is uncertain whether the CoFoE will manage 
to promote gender equality through any concrete proposals on this issue. 

The point was also strongly made that the CoFoE is a very Brussels 
bubble-orientated process and no information has been provided 
on how the debate is open at national and regional level with what 
support, for what kind of groups. Women’s rights and feminist 
organisations do not appear to be specifically consulted or receive 
support to campaign for the conference. The need for the EU to 
support women’s organisations was highlighted, both in general 
and as part of the CoFoE process. 

(G5+ 2021b) 

Action should be taken to stimulate the participation of women in 
an intersectional perspective – if not, the results will not be 
democratically representative. 

(G5+ 2021b) 

These quotations refer to gender justice, but also illustrate the need to 
apply an intersectional approach to cover various perspectives. In this 
way, it shows that the proposals are not disconnected from political 
demands and the democratisation process. However, critical reflection 
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does not prevent the gender equality organisations from seeking to ally 
with the EU:  

The moment for more radical action on gender equality is now! At 
the EU level, we have the first women president and the most 
gender-sensitive Commission in history.  

(G5+ 2021b) 

Under your leadership [Commissioner for Equality Dalli], the 
European Commission must play its vital role in responding to the 
crisis: through acting not only as a linking point between Member 
States in this time of need but also providing a vision for the future 
of Europe that is more inclusive, equal and sustainable for all. 

(EWL 2020b) 

The EC can play a significant role in making sure we continue to 
move closer to achieving equality for LGBTI people, especially in 
more challenging times. With this strategy [LGBTIQ Equality 
Strategy], the Commission is equipping itself to do just that. We are 
looking forward to working with everyone  at the Commission and 
other EU institutions to make sure  the ambitions in the strategy 
translate into real change  for LGBTI people across the EU and 
beyond. 

(ILGA 2020) 

The transformation of democracy is also presented by gender equality 
organisations as a bottom-up process and illustrates the process of 
inclusion and recognition, a basis for gendered democracy. From their 
proposals, it is clear that advancing gender equality cannot be done 
without collaboration and support from CSOs. At the same time, engaging 
civil society and promoting a dialogue requires support (especially 
financial contributions and leadership) from the EU:  

The EU must protect civil society actors and support them 
politically and financially. Their work is crucial for gender equality.  

(IPPF :4) 
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The EWL is calling on the EU to play a strong leadership role in 
shaping a better world for women and girls (…). 

(EWL 2020c) 

This demand to invite women’s CSOs to the political discussion as equal 
partners illustrates one of the key elements of gendered democracy and 
clearly responds to the current weak accountability and inclusion 
mechanism, as women’s CSOs (with some exceptions) barely participate 
in EU mechanisms. Their engagement varies and their strategies depend 
on CSOs’ capacity and their previous engagement, which have a direct 
impact on their access and position in relation to the EU. Although 
organisations with established connections and a long history of 
cooperation with the EU are more often consulted, new organisations, 
which have just started their activism in relation to gender equality and 
are often more progressive and radical, are less willing to adjust to the 
EU’s way of functioning. This new approach may challenge the structures 
of the EU, which is an example proving that the higher number of women 
in decision-making positions does not necessarily translate into gender 
equality policies and strategies. To overcome the internal ideological 
divisions and to ensure a better cooperation and use of female leadership 
of several EU institutions and member states’ governments, the women’s 
movement should focus on achieving specific common goals despite 
ideological/political differences. Furthermore, gender equality 
organisations point to a need for internal changes in the EU institutions, 
such as establishing a  permanent commissioner for equality with her/his 
own directorate-general, a stronger women’s committee in the European 
Parliament, and an EU gender and diversity council (G5+ 2022b). 

Conclusions 
Gender equality has been of great significance for the European Union, 
affecting all areas of its intervention. Yet the current discussion on the 
future of Europe, especially the “EU White Paper on the Future of Europe: 
Reflections and scenarios for the EU27 by 2025”, does not pay attention to 
how all future options are gendered, thus making the contributions from 
gender equality CSOs more timely and valid. 

The aim of this chapter was to provide analysis of the feminist vision of 
Europe presented by gender equality organisations. Analysis of their 
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proposals shows on the one hand how democracy is deeply gendered, but 
on the other how difficult it is to mainstream gender. The EU plays an 
important role in this project – it is seen as an important actor and co-
creator of feminist Europe. This perception shows the Union’s dominant 
position towards member states in the field of gender equality. 

While advocating for the feminist vision, gender equality organisations 
point to three frames: the value-based, citizen-rights and financial gains 
approaches. The first focuses on providing arguments to recognise gender 
equality as a foundation of Europe as well as to legitimise the EU as an 
actor promoting and developing gender equality policies. Gender equality 
is seen as being in the centre of the EU, and diminishing or dismantling its 
role is viewed as having a negative impact on the functioning of the EU. 
The second approach highlights the unevenness of citizens in the EU, not 
only pointing to the recognition of women’s rights, but also expanding 
this approach to the intersection of gender and other axes of inequalities. 
The third approach shows how gender equality organisations use value-
based and human-rights language and arguments, but also economic 
discourse. In this context, the financial gains of advancing gender equality 
are discussed to demand a more equal and inclusive Europe. Based on the 
frameworks stemming from gender equality organisations’ proposals, 
they argue that the feminist project of Europe is not contradictory to the 
cultural, political, social and economic goals of the EU, but is rather a 
necessary aspect of each of them. This shows an effort of women’s 
organisations to promote equality and social justice and to keep gender 
equality (also intersecting with other inequalities) as an important goal of 
deep democracy. Through this value-based, rights-based and financial 
gains approach, gender equality organisations have clearly re-politicised 
the demands for gender equality and legitimised the EU’s gender 
mainstreaming strategy. 
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Annex 1: List of quoted 
reform proposals 
No. Name of 

actor 
Title of proposal Medium for 

making proposal 
Date 
proposal 
made 

Code for 
proposal 

1 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 

Why is it Crucial to 
Support Gender 
Budgeting? 

website 2019 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 
2019a 

2 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 

Young Women to 
Sweep Social 
Democrats Back in 
Force 

website 2019 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 
2019b 

3 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 

Young  Women to 
Sweep Social 
Democrats Back in 
Force 

website 2019 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 
2019c 

 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 

Young Feminist 
Europe Contribution 
To The CWS65 
Draft Agreed 
Conclusions   

 

website 2021 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 
2021a 

 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 

Zero draft 
contribution 

website 2021 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 
2021b 

 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 

What are the 
gendered 
dimensions of the 
coronavirus and 
how women are 
specifically affected 
by it? 

 

website 2022 Young 
Feminist 
Europe 
2022 

 G5+ Towards a 
Gendered Recovery 
in the EU. Women 
and Equality in the 

website undated G5+ 
undated 
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aftermath of COVID- 
29 pandemic 

 G5+ G5+ presents parity 
democracy report in 
Cyprus 

website 2019 G5+ 
2019a 

 G5+ EUROPEAN 
PARLIAMENT’S 
ELECTIONS 2019: 
towards parity 
democracy in 
Europe 

website 2019 G5+ 
2019b 

 G5+ Brainstorming 
Session On The 
Conference On The 
Future Of Europe 
(COFoE) 

website 2021 G5+ 
2021a 

 G5+ CoFoE: Why a 
Gender Perspective 
is needed -
Recommendations 
and Highlights 

website 2021 G5+ 
2021b 

 G5+ “Towards a Future 
for Europe without 
violence against 
women" – 
Recommendations 
and Highlights 

website 2022 G5+ 
2022a 

 G5+  CoFoE: Women 
and the Future of 
Europe -
Recommendations 
and Highlights 

website 2022 G5+ 
2022b 

 EWLA EWLA welcomes 
the new EU draft 
Directive on 
combating violence 
against women and 
domestic violence 

website 2022 EWLA 
2022a 

 EWLA EWLA welcomes 
the adoption by the 
EU of a general 

website 2022 EWLA 
2022b 
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approach on an EU 
directive aiming to 
strengthen gender 
equality on 
corporate boards 

 IPPF Conference of the 
Future of Europe. A 
call for a feminist 
Europe: the need for 
stronger EU 
leadership to 
advance  sexual and 
reproductive health 
and rights in the EU 
and beyond 

 

website 2021 IPPF 
2021 

 EWL Open letter to the 
ECOFIN Council 
calling for a long-
term EU budget and 
recovery funds that 
advances women’s 
rights and equality 
between women 
and men 

website 2020 EWL 
2020a 

 EWL RE: COVID-19 
pandemic impact on 
women and girls 
and immediate 
responses needed 
from the European 
Commission 

website 2020 EWL 
2020b 

 EWL European Women’s 
Lobby 
recommendation on 
the European 
Commission 
strategy on equality 
between women 
and men 2020-2025 

website 2020 EWL 
2020c 
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 EWL Conference on the 
Future of Europe: A 
Significant 
opportunity to 
advance women’s 
rights in the EU 

website 2022 EWL 
2022 

 ILGA EU shifts gear with 
adoption of LGBTIQ 
Equality Strategy 

website 2020 ILGA 
2020 

 

 



 

Chapter 9 

Back to “Tradition”? The Future of the EU in 
the Narratives of the Anti-gender 
Movement in Europe 

Katarzyna Zielińska  
Institute of Sociology, Jagiellonian University in Kraków 

Introduction 
The EU often presents itself and is viewed as a guardian and promoter of 
gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights. This presentation is coherent with 
the gender equality principles enshrined in various EU documents and 
enacted in equality policies (Kantola 2010). The centrality of the EU’s 
gender equality and LGBTQ+ rights agenda triggers conflicting reactions 
among civil society actors (hereafter CSOs). For socially progressive 
groups, the EU represents an institution that supports their agenda and 
could be used to advance the rights of vulnerable communities 
(Slootmaeckers 2020). In this perspective, the EU serves for progressive 
groups as a useful ally in putting pressure on the EU member states 
lagging in their acceptance and promotion of the equality agenda. Various 
research confirms that socially progressive CSOs use the Europeanisation 
mechanism to put pressure on member states (Hafner-Burton and Pollack 
2009; Anderson 2006; Chiva 2009; Galligan 2014). Furthermore, such 
organisations often support the EU integration process, seeing the EU as 
a political entity further promoting gender equality in Europe (see e.g. 
Warat in this volume). 
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CSOs representing a more socially conservative agenda (this often 
includes faith-based organisations and CSOs representing the religious or 
conservative strata of the European population) evaluate the EU equality 
agenda more critically. The activities of such organisations, often referred 
to as the “anti-gender movement”, have been visible in the EU over the 
last decade. They contest and resist the EU’s equality policies, promote 
conservative social values and mobilise EU citizens against the Union’s 
equality agenda. 

The growing organisational capacity of anti-gender organisations and 
their ability to both mobilise citizens and shape the discourses on human 
rights have already attracted scholarly interest (Kuhar and Paternotte 
2017; Korolczuk 2017; Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Sosa 2021; Grzebalska 
and Pető 2018). However, the question of how such organisations envision 
the future of the EU and integration process has drawn less attention, even 
if it becomes particularly pressing in the context of their growing power 
and the ongoing debate on the future of Europe. This paper aims to fill 
this gap. It focuses on the question of how anti-gender organisations 
envision the future of Europe. More specifically, I am interested in finding 
out how conservative CSOs, as exemplified by the anti-gender movement, 
evaluate the EU and EU integration, how they see the desired institutional 
arrangement of the EU, its normative framework, and the distribution of 
power and capacities between EU and member states, and what their 
views are on democracy. 

The chapter unfolds as follows. The first part offers an overview on the 
links between civil society, democracy and European integration. This is 
followed by some insight into the specificity of the anti-gender movement. 
The methodological section presents the research approach and explains 
the empirical material. The second part of the article offers an insight into 
how the CSOs involved in anti-gender campaigns articulate the future of 
Europe. The analysis shows that the CSOs in question are rather critical of 
the EU’s activities, prioritising the role and importance of the sovereign 
nation-state. The nation-state serves as a template for democratic practices 
and embodies the “right” values. By contrast, the EU’s legitimacy is 
presented as problematic, lacking links to constituencies and departing 
from the founding values and regulations. The analysis also reveals the 
notion of differentiated citizenship. Finally, it shows the intersections of 
conservative CSOs’ narratives on the future of Europe with the narratives 
of populist right-wing groups.  
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Civil society, democracy and European integration 
Scholarship has long seen civil society’s vitality as a central condition for 
thriving democracy (Kopecký and Mudde 2010). The positive role played 
by civil society organisations in challenging the authoritarian communist 
regimes and in the process of democracy consolidation in post-1989 
Central and Eastern Europe strengthened these perceptions (Kopecký and 
Mudde 2010; Ekiert and Kubik 2014; Ekiert and Ziblatt 2012). Therefore, 
the promotion and support for civil society organisations became a 
template for international organisations and Western democracies to 
bring change and promote democracy (Poppe and Wolff 2017, 469). With 
time, the overall positive role of CSOs in building and sustaining liberal 
democracies began to be evaluated more critically. The failed or only 
partial impact of civil society mobilisations on democratisation especially 
in Eastern Europe (Ukraine, Georgia) showed their limited ability to bring 
actual progressive change (Poppe and Wolff 2017, 470; Ekiert 2019). The 
research also revealed that the participation and existence of active CSOs 
alone does not necessarily guarantee the development and consolidation 
of liberal democracy. On the contrary, it may also have the reverse impact, 
as a study on civil society and the rise of fascism has revealed (Riley 2010). 

Research pointing to the ambiguous role of civil society in relation to 
liberal democracy also has theoretical implications. It is reflected in the 
theoretical distinction between civil/uncivil and good/bad civil society 
that aims to problematise the relations between civil society and 
democracy (Chambers and Kopstein 2001). As Petr Kopecky and Cas 
Mudde rightly conclude, “there is no straightforward relation between the 
ideology of CSOs and their effect on democracy […] civil movements are 
not by definition good for democracy/democratization, and ‘uncivil’ 
movements are not by definition bad for democracy/democratization”. 
This link depends very much on the context, and its nature needs to be 
researched and not assumed (Kopecký and Mudde 2010, 11). 

Similarly, an overly positive perception of civil society actors has 
dominated in studies on their role at the EU level. The involvement of such 
actors has been seen as pivotal for EU democracy transformation, but also 
for further European integration (Kohler-Koch and Finke 2007; 
Schoenefeld 2021). The Eurosceptic responses to the EU’s multiple crises, 
visible also within civil society, challenged this one-sided view and 
opened a more nuanced discussion on the role of CSOs in EU integration. 
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Some scholars see the entry of conservative, uncivil organisations as 
potential vehicles of radical-right populist discourses, often involving a 
Eurosceptic (or Euro-reject) agenda (see e.g. Ruzza 2021a; 2021b, 122). Yet, 
interpreted in the light of the European civil society literature (della Porta 
2009, Kohler-Koch 2010), the Eurosceptic or EU critical voices of civil 
society can be seen as a factor contributing to the discourses on EU 
integration. This view follows Habermas’s concept of the European demos 
(Habermas 1996), which sees CSOs, even if contesting EU integration, as 
communicating the citizen’s policy preferences and opinions. They thus 
contribute towards building of the European public sphere and European 
demos (Fitzgibbon 2013). The scholarship also suggests that such critical 
voices may be interpreted as not simply rejection of the EU, but as offering 
its alternative vision (see also della Porta, Kouki, and Fernández 2017) or 
resisting the EU (Crespy and Percheron 2009). 

Resisting equality? Anti-gender mobilisations in the EU 
The anti-gender mobilisations can be seen as an example of conservative 
civil society’s mobilisation and resistance towards the EU’s equality 
policies. The anti-gender mobilisations/movement serve as an umbrella 
term for the groups opposing the EU’s egalitarian politics and demanding 
restoration or protection of the traditional gender order and 
heterosexuality. This includes groups that oppose feminism, gender 
studies, gender equality policies (e.g. gender mainstreaming, combating 
gender-based violence), LGBTQ+ rights (e.g. same-sex marriage/unions, 
ani-discrimination policies) as well as reproductive rights (e.g. sex 
education, contraception, abortion) (Bracke and Paternotte 2016; 
Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Zacharenko 2016). 

Even if the backlash against the equality agenda has been visible globally 
since the 1990s, the 2010s mark the beginning of the dynamic growth of 
anti-gender CSOs in Europe. Scholars link the anti-gender mobilisations 
with more global processes. Firstly, they point to the pivotal role of the 
Catholic Church and Vatican in laying the ground for building such 
mobilisations. The theology of complementarity offered an 
epistemological framework for articulating “gender ideology” (Case 2017; 
Garbagnoli 2017; Graff 2014). The concept “regards gender as the 
ideological matrix of a set of abhorred ethical and social reforms, namely 
sexual and reproductive rights, same-sex marriage and adoption, new 
reproductive technologies, sex education, gender mainstreaming” 
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(Paternotte and Kuhar 2018, 5). The Catholic Church also offered the 
network, channels and resources to promote anti-gender discourse and 
sustain mobilisation of civil society (Bracke and Paternotte 2016, 146). 
Other religious actors also embrace the concept, as illustrated by research 
on anti-gender mobilisation in the countries where Orthodoxy dominates 
(Merdjanova 2022). 

Secondly, the existing research reveals the links between anti-gender 
mobilisation and the global right and the rise of right-wing populism 
(Korolczuk and Graff 2018; Kováts 2018; Grzebalska and Pető 2018; 
Paternotte and Kuhar 2018). The alliance with right-wing populist 
mobilisations popularised anti-gender campaigns across Europe. Both 
populist right-wing and anti-gender discourses share similarities in their 
othering of the EU, invoking of national and racial sentiments and anti-
globalism (Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Korolczuk and Graff 2018; 
Grzebalska and Pető 2018; Rawłuszko 2020). “Gender ideology” also 
serves as a “symbolic glue” as it has “allowed illiberal actors to unite 
under one umbrella term various issues attributed to the liberal agenda” 
(e.g. reproductive rights, rights of sexual minorities, gender studies and 
gender mainstreaming) (Grzebalska and Pető 2018). 

The modus operandi of anti-gender CSOs involves a variety of actions 
(e.g. protests, collecting signatures and preparing petitions, knowledge 
production through writing reports, campaigning for referendums and 
electoral campaigns, lobbying) (disentangling). They involve rhetoric 
based on the mechanism of creating victim-perpetrator reversal, 
scapegoating and conspiracy theories (Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Wodak 
2015). Finally, the scholars highlight their transnational network of 
cooperation. 

Methodological remarks  
Against the presented theoretical background, this chapter aims to 
analyse how the CSOs active in pursuing anti-gender advocacy see the EU 
and how they evaluate the EU and EU integration, how they see the 
desired institutional arrangement of the EU and its normative framework, 
the distribution of power and capacities between EU and member states, 
and what their views on democracy are. I use the label “anti-gender 
movement” to denote the groups, initiatives and organisations that 
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resisted the EU’s equality initiatives, promote conservative social values 
and mobilise EU citizens against the Union’s equality agenda.  

For the sake of this study, I was interested in the CSOs operating at the EU 
level. I assumed that through their activities directed at the EU institutions 
or/and European societies and through their transnational networks they 
are more visible in the European public sphere. Hence, they are able to 
shape the discursive field on the future of Europe. For the process of 
identifying CSOs to be included in the research I followed a fourfold 
strategy. At the beginning I reviewed the existing scholarship on anti-
gender mobilisations in the EU and identified actors who are active in the 
field. The second step involved looking at the Transparency Register. This 
is a tool that is designated for European citizens to “see what interests are 
being represented at Union level (European Parliament, the Council of the 
European Union and the European Commission) and on whose behalf, as 
well as the financial and human resources dedicated to these activities” 
(“Transparency Register” n.d.). Drawing on the reviewed literature (e.g. 
Kuhar and Paternotte 2017; Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Korolczuk and 
Graff 2018; Kováts 2018; Zacharenko 2016), I applied a key word search 
(e.g. abortion, family, Christian values, marriage, human dignity, 
LGBTQ+) to identify the actors promoting conservative social values and 
active in anti-equality advocacy. The registry also helped to reconstruct 
their participation in the process of policy shaping and get access to the 
submitted comments and opinions produced in response to the EU policy 
proposals. The third step involved a systematic review of websites of the 
identified CSOs in order to find the documents (e.g. reports, press 
releases, commentaries, letters, contributions to the Conference on the 
Future of Europe) that express the actor’s position on the equality policies 
in question or more generally on the future of the EU. The websites also 
aimed to identify the other organisations with which the CSO in question 
cooperates, and their websites were also reviewed. This led to the final 
stage. The review of websites pointed to the CSOs’ statements, reports, 
policy briefs, commentaries, press releases that served as the empirical 
material for my research. The collected documents covered the period of 
2015–2022 to correspond with the ongoing debate on the future of the EU. 
Annex 1 includes the list of the analysed documents and names of the 
organisations. 

The collected documents mostly addressed issues broadly related to 
gender, LGBTQ+ issues, reproductive rights and family. Drawing on the 
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theoretical premises of discourse theory, I treated these documents as the 
articulation of the anti-gender narratives that, as constructed in the 
opposition to the EU policies, also entail underlying visions and 
evaluations of the EU and its future. The qualitative content analysis 
served as a way to analyse the collected material. It was exercised with the 
assistance of MAXQDA 2022 software, designed for qualitative data 
analysis. The analysis was guided by the research questions presented 
above. 

Tradition as the future for the EU 

How should the EU operate? Centrality of (sovereign) nation- 
states 
Discussion on the institutional make-up and relations between the EU 
institutions does not occur often, if at all, in the analysed documents. 
Nonetheless, the documents shed some light on the evaluation of the role 
of the EU institutions, the capacity of the EU to act in the field of the 
policies in question and the desired division of competences between the 
EU and member states. The analysis shows that the anti-gender CSOs 
identify the European Commission (hereafter EC) and/or European 
Parliament (hereafter EP) as the main actors responsible for developing 
progressive policies in the EU. As a result, the activities and positions of 
these two institutions are most often commented on. The CSOs in question 
criticise both institutions for overstepping their role as defined in the 
constitutional treaties. Such arguments occurred particularly frequently in 
reaction to anti-discrimination initiatives (e.g. the EP’s report “An EU 
mechanism on democracy, the rule of law and fundamental rights. 
European Added Value Assessment Accompanying the Legislative 
Initiative Report” (Van Ballegooij and Navarra 2020), the EC’s proposal 
on “Regulation on the recognition of parenthood between Member States” 
(European Commission 2021), and the EP’s report and resolution 
regarding reproductive rights in the EU (“Report on the situation of sexual 
and reproductive health and rights in the EU in the frame of women’s 
health” (Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality 2020). In all 
cases, conservative CSOs strongly objected to the content of the proposals, 
accusing the EC or the EP of a “leftist” progressive agenda and of 
promotion of “ideological” content and a “distorted” understanding of 
human rights. They often objected to the proposed initiatives by accusing 
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the EC or EP of extending the EU’s competences beyond their formal 
prerogatives as defined in its founding documents: 

The European Union’s lack of authority to interfere in the health 
policies of the Member States has been repeatedly confirmed by the 
European Commission itself. Countries joined the European Union 
as a community of equal, sovereign, and diverse states. A 
community based on the principles of subsidiarity of the Union and 
respect for the exclusive powers of each state.  

(CAMR_2021) 

The imposed measures [recognition of parenthood between 
member states] are a gross interference with the family law and the 
legal status of persons who, under the EU Treaties, fall entirely 
within the competence of the Member States. The European 
Commission inception impact assessment confirms this fact. The 
right to free movement cannot be used to oblige Member States to 
adopt legislation that is contrary to our Constitutions and the 
principle of subsidiarity.  

(SVA_2021-05-12) 

References to the EU treaties pointing to the unjustified involvement of 
the EC or the EP suggest that the CSOs neither question the institutional 
order nor demand its redefinition. On the contrary, they request that such 
order is respected and implemented by the EU institutions themselves, as 
illustrated by the frequent references to the treaty’s specific articles, 
official EU documents and the principle of subsidiarity. This suggests that 
the organisations do not reject the EU or EU integration as such, but 
criticise the way it currently operates. 

Criticism of the EU institutions’ extension of competences implies that this 
happens at the cost of the nation-states’ prerogatives. According to this 
logic, the EU is presented as attempting to create a superpower or 
superstate that suppresses the legitimate power of the nation-state: 

The European Union is and should remain an international 
organisation uniting nation-states within a community. Any 
projects aiming at “deeper integration” by gradually shifting or 
removing power from the member states, while creating the 
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structures and legal framework for the new “superstate”, should 
be rejected.  

(Ordo Iuris_2022-12-31) 

For the CSOs in question the EU is seen rather critically as an illegitimate 
limitation to the sovereign power of nation-states. Hence, the sovereignty 
of the nation-state is presented as the main principle organising the 
functioning of the EU, its democratic order and the future of the EU 
integration. This resembles the sovereignist arguments used by populist 
right-wing political actors. They rest on the belief in “the primacy of the 
nation-state, governed according to the principle of popular sovereignty, 
over inter- and supranational governance structures and the 
“transnational” sphere of economic and social activity” (de Spiegeleire, 
Skinner, and Sweijs 2017, 34; see also Góra, Thevenin and Zielińska in this 
volume). The legitimacy of the state therefore builds on “the people”, and 
by implication the EU lacks such legitimation. 

However, the analysed material also shows that in some areas the CSOs 
in question accept or even see the EU involvement as desired. Analysis of 
the documents and commentaries of the Federation of Catholic Family 
Associations in Europe – FAFCE – on the EU initiatives exemplifies this 
well, as illustrated in the following passage: 

FAFCE encourages the European Union to help address the 
problem of low fertility rates, brain drain, depopulation, and 
ageing, notably by designing and implementing family policies to 
increase the attractiveness of rural regions. Brain drain – mitigating 
challenges associated with population decline.  

(FAFCE_2022-06-22) 

While in principle objecting to the EU’s involvement in family policies due 
to lack of competences (especially involving reproductive rights), FAFCE 
accepts or even demands an active role of the EU in shaping family 
policies when it stays in line with the organisation’s principles and 
concerns (i.e. protection of children, vulnerable families, European 
population decline). This suggest that the view on EU competences or 
division of powers between the EU and nation-state is modified not only 
by the policy field in question and the EU competences within it, but also 
by the specific concerns or areas of this field. 
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To sum up, analysis of the collected material shows that the CSOs do not 
often speak directly about how the EU should be institutionally or 
functionally organised. Consequently, there is no specific discussion of 
the desired functional organisation of power within the EU. The 
competences of the EU are questioned, especially in the fields of family, 
marriage or reproductive rights, since they are seen as being solely 
within the competences of the nation-states. However, as illustrated 
above, some CSOs do recognise the potential of the EU in promoting 
certain policies, so they try to shape the EC position in line with their 
own agenda.  

Democracy engendered? Causes of and remedies for the 
malfunctioning of democracy in the EU 
The critical voices about the EU overstepping its competences often 
connect with accusations about its perceived democratic deficit. 
Conservative CSOs usually locate the causes of this in the way the EU 
institutions fulfil their functions. Firstly, by pushing an “agenda” 
criticised and objected to by European citizens, the EU institutions violate 
the links with the constituencies and “the people”, becoming disconnected 
from EU citizens. In line with such narratives, the democratic deficit stems 
from the violation of the norms underlying the democratic order, of direct 
democracy rules of representation and of the nation-state’s sovereignty. 
Hence the EU is accused of excluding citizens from decision making (i.e. 
the EU disconnect from the people and its democratic deficit), denying 
recognition of people (i.e. of personhood of the “unborn”), limiting 
citizens’ rights (i.e. right to life, freedom of speech, freedom of 
consciousness) as well as imposing the values foreign to or contested by 
“the people”. Additionally, the EU institutions are accused of promoting 
the coercive policies that misrepresent the rights of their citizens in the 
very name of these rights. 

If adopted, this regulation would constitute a grave breach of the 
authority vested in the European Union by the member states and 
violate their right to enact laws in conformity with the will of their 
citizens.  

(Ordo Iuris_2021-04-21) 
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All this allows conservative CSOs to present the EU institutions as 
deprived of legitimacy of “the people” and hence exercising unjust power 
over the citizens. 

Secondly, the EC and the EP, by promoting gender and LGBTQ+ equality 
policies, assisted reproduction, surrogacy or reproductive rights in fact 
reject and betray “true” European values. By implication, they become 
disconnected from the normative framework that the EU is based on. This 
involves lack of recognition of the EU’s true nature stemming from the 
human rights framework and/or Christian values. Consequently, the EU 
institutions promote or impose norms alien to the EU’s “true nature”, 
enforcing their distorted version. The following passages illustrate this 
argument: 

In times when the EU stands on rocky grounds, the CJEU and other 
EU institutions should be cautious not to further the divide and 
tear apart the Union. Undermining national (even constitutional) 
definitions of marriage and eschewing democratic processes is 
unacceptable for the EU project, originally founded on respect for 
cultural, religious and national diversity.  

(Coalition of NGOs_2018-06-05) 

We must urgently react against this unlawful appropriation of 
power, before it is too late. (…) The EU commissioners know very 
well that we do not agree with the arbitrary and unlawful 
imposition of legal provisions, which are not based on the Treaties, 
and to which the societies of the EU countries did not consent.  

(Ordo Iuris_2021-04-21) 

Lack of respect for values relates to lack of respect for sovereignty of the 
member states. However, it also subtly links with accusations that the 
EU’s support for reproductive rights or recognition of same-sex unions 
promotes a “demographic winter” (IBF_2020-09-07) that constitutes a 
threat to the biological and cultural survival of Europe. In consequence, in 
the longer run such policies enhance and promote migration from outside 
the EU. This would, in reverse, further endanger the European norms and 
identity, conceptualised by the CSOs in question as embedded in 
Christianity. Hence supporters of such policies, e.g. the EU, are presented 
as internal threats that strengthen these trends. This implicitly connects 
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with the anti-immigration narratives of the far right (i.e. replacement 
theory), which suggest that non-white immigrants in Europe, Muslims in 
particular, challenge “the existing demographic balance” (Raemdonck, 
Kahlina, and Sygnowska, n.d., 4). 

Finally, the disconnect also expresses itself in the violation of nation-
states’ sovereignty. This undermines the democratic legitimacy that the 
member states render to the EU. Such views involve references to 
dominance. The CSOs often speak of the EU institutions’ dominance over 
member states. This takes the form of lack of respect for the member states’ 
sovereignty as enshrined in the Treaty documents and guaranteed by the 
subsidiarity principle. The following quotations illustrate such reasoning: 

Abortion is not part of the accepted and ratified fundamental 
principles and laws of the European Union and we oppose its 
inclusion in any official document of the EU. In this sense we would 
like to highlight that European institutions should respect the 
values set out in the European Union’s founding documents and 
the fact that each member state has the sovereign right to act on its 
own convictions in these matters.  

(PNV_2021-05-05) 

Searching for a remedy, the conservative CSOs present themselves as the 
defenders of vulnerable communities, true representatives of the 
disempowered European citizens as well as guarantors or protectors of 
the true democratic order in the EU. These CSOs therefore cast themselves 
as legitimate representatives of European citizens. Consequently, they 
demand that the EU should be based on Christian values and support 
traditional way of life (e.g. traditional family, heterosexuality, dignity of 
life and its protection from conception): 

Those who are highlighting the attachment of Europe to the values 
of the right to life, of respect for the dignity of every human being. 
The future of Europe can only be built by strengthening these 
founding values of the cultural, intellectual, social, and political 
heritage of Europe.  

(One of Us_2022-05-07) 
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In this vision, the future of the EU depends on its return to traditional 
norms and values, explicitly or implicitly linked to the Christian tradition 
and the traditional model of the heterosexual family that guarantees the 
growth of the European population and dichotomous conceptualisation 
of the gender order. For conservative CSOs this is the only way for the EU 
to survive in the future. Although not directly, the documents suggest that 
strong nation-states become indispensable for building such future. 
Hence, implicitly, in the narratives of the CSOs, no matter whether they 
come from more or less conservative countries, the nation-state becomes 
the central institution for protecting democracy and citizens’ rights. But it 
also seems to mark the desired social order in contrast to the EU, which 
challenges it. Clearly, the proposals regarding the future of the EU 
formulated by such organisations intersect with the agenda of Christian 
Churches as well as with that of (far-) right (populist) movements or 
parties (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017; Grzebalska and Pető 2018; Korolczuk 
and Graff 2018). For the conservative CSOs, therefore, the “true” 
European values are usually identified as Christian values, as illustrated 
by the references to the EU founding fathers. Consequently, the EU 
institutions should implement such values. Their rejection or negligence 
to do so constitute a betrayal. Return to such values and the respect of 
sovereign states are seen as remedies for the malfunctioning of democracy 
in the EU. 

The construction of the EU or EU institutions as threatening to the people 
as well as to the integrity and sovereignty of the member states closely 
resembles the populist logic of vertical othering. The EU is presented as 
elitist and detached from the citizens, promoting a leftist agenda. On the 
contrary, nation-states and citizens are presented as the ultimate 
authority, and both the people and the nation-state need to be “re-
empowered as political subjects” (Mazzoleni and Ivaldi 2020, 3). 

Extending or limiting rights? Differentiation of citizens’ rights 
References to the rights of citizens frequently occur in the analysed 
documents, especially when the CSOs refer to dominance. In their 
narratives, the EU’s equality policy initiatives incorrectly interpret the 
fundamental rights, meaning that they result in the limitation of the 
vulnerable groups’ rights: 
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This is a fatal signal against the protection of life and an attack on 
the free and democratic basic order of the EU. This decision 
reverses the spirit of the Christian founding fathers of the European 
Union into the absolute opposite, which will certainly lead to a 
further inner turning away from Europe among many Union 
citizens. In fact, today’s vote heralds Europe’s dark hour, when 
killing was declared a right and the unrestricted right to life, which 
is explicitly enshrined in all international treaties and many 
constitutions, was effectively abolished. (…) With the vote, the 
Parliament is also going against its own human rights convention, 
which not only declares the right to life in Article 2, but also 
freedom of conscience in Article 9 to be a fundamental right.  

(BVL_2021-06-24) 

In their rights-related arguments, the CSOs in question propose the 
extension or redefinition of the rights for citizens who are defined as 
“vulnerable”. Interestingly, the category of vulnerable applies to the 
groups of various status. This includes the “unborn children” who cannot 
speak on their own, children adopted or born in surrogacy, as they are 
deprived of their rights to know their parents, women who are 
manipulated into abortion through “Big Pharma” or the sexualised 
culture, mothers whose special status is not recognised, or conservatives 
who are subjected to coercive EU policies limiting their freedoms or 
depriving them of their status. At the same time they refuse or question 
the need to provide such rights to other citizens. Such limitation of rights 
is visible in their contestation, among others, of rights for women 
(reproductive rights, equality) or of LGBTQ+ communities for equality or 
legal recognition of their unions or parental rights. Hence, the latter 
become “privileges advocated by LGBT activists” (Ordo Iuris_2019). 
Activism on behalf of such communities is called “LGBT ideology” 
(CitizenGo_2016-06-05). In fact, advocacy for the rights of such groups is 
presented as a challenge or deprivation of rights to the groups recognised 
by conservative CSOs as vulnerable. Same-sex marriage is thus seen as 
having a “potential of seriously undermining the rights and protections 
that are due to the marriage of a man and a woman and the family 
resulting therefrom” (MDK_2015-12-09). This includes member states 
becoming “subjects” to the unjustified power of the EU institutions. Such 
ambiguity suggests that conservative CSOs propose the differentiation of 
citizenship. Accordingly, the rights of some individuals should be 
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extended (i.e. the personhood of a foetus granting it full citizenship). 
Meanwhile, the rights of other persons should be limited (i.e. same-sex 
couples and recognition of their parenthood, women’s bodily self-
determination). This differentiation is usually legitimised by the language 
of fundamental rights. However, their interpretation is filtered through 
the normative framework of the conservative and Christian worldview, 
sustaining the patriarchal and heteronormative social order. The claims 
for differentiation of citizenship also reflect the majoritarian principle that 
underlies the narratives of the conservative CSOs, linking them with the 
broader illiberal turn (Pirro 2022). 

Conclusions 
The future of Europe debate has engaged collective social actors 
representing a variety of standpoints and interests. This chapter focused 
on the question of how anti-gender CSOs envision the future of the EU 
and its integration. Analysis of the collected empirical material reveals the 
main features of their narratives, with the nation-state as its core element. 
A strong, sovereign nation-state is seen as a template of the democratic 
order and the only legitimate institution representing the people. In 
contrast, the EU lacks such attributes, due to a lack of European demos, 
and its democratic performance is problematic as it does not have popular 
legitimacy. Furthermore, by overstepping its competences the EU also 
undermines the legitimacy rendered to it by nation-states. As such, there 
is no discussion on how to improve democracy at the EU level through 
institutional reorganisation. Shifting power back to the nation-state, 
whose sovereignty needs to be respected and protected, is suggested as 
the only way. Interestingly, whereas the CSOs critically evaluate the state 
of democracy at the EU level, often using liberal arguments (e.g. human 
rights, legitimacy), the quality of democracy at the nation-state level 
remains beyond such scrutiny. The CSOs do not discuss the issue of 
democracy backsliding observable in some EU countries (Bochsler and 
Juon 2020). Consequently, arguing for a return to the strong nation-state 
as the way to restore democracy, the CSOs in fact call for restoring 
democracy, but often in its illiberal form. This uncritical stance on 
democracy in nation-states should be seen in the light of research pointing 
to the links between the CSOs in question and populist (far-) right-wing 
mobilisations (Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Grzebalska and Pető 2018). At 
the same time, the centrality of the nation-state in the anti-gender CSOs’ 
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narratives on the future of Europe reveals that their perception of the EU’s 
future integration resembles the sovereignist visions of EU integration. 
However, there is a strand in the narratives advocating for a federalist 
Europe, only if it stays in line with the conservative (Christian) values as 
advocated by the CSOs in question. 

Citizens’ rights constitute another important dimension of the analysed 
narratives on the future of Europe. On the one hand, the CSOs in question 
speak about extension of rights to include, for example, unborn children. 
This often not only implies extension of the notion of citizenship, but also 
suggests that such citizenship has a European dimension as it should be 
protected in all member states. Hence, it implies the recognition of the 
European demos. On the other hand, they clearly demand that the rights 
of other citizens (e.g. LGBTQ+ community, women) should be limited. In 
this context, the power to execute such rights is attributed to the nation-
state only. The differentiated notion of citizenship reflects the CSOs’ 
ambiguous view of the EU, which is sometimes seen as a potential ally 
and otherwise as an enemy, depending on the context and specific 
dimension of the policy in question. 

The centrality of the nation-state and the arguments about citizens’ rights 
being kept under nation-state control link the anti-gender CSOs’ 
narratives with the broader narrative of an intergovernmental Union 
(Fossum 2019, 26). This implies that the democratic order is embedded at 
the nation-state level and sovereignty guarantees democracy at both 
nation-state and EU levels (see (Góra, Thevenin, and Zielińska 2023) in 
this volume). While there are no specific suggestions for how the EU 
would need to be institutionally reformed to meet such an ideal, there is a 
strong call to change its normative basis.
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Annex 1: List of analysed 
reform proposals 

No
. 

Name of 
actor Title of proposal  

Date 
proposal 
made  

Medium for 
making 
proposal  

Code for 
proposal 

1 Alliance 
VITA 

Sexual and 
reproductive 
health and rights 
in the Union, in 
the context of 
women's health: 
an ideological 
motion for a 
resolution 

31.05.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

VITA_2021-05-
31 

2 
Alliance 
VITA 

Europe: abortion, 
hostage to 
political 
gesticulation  

19.01.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  

VITA_2022-01-
19 

3 
Center for 
Fundamental 
Rights 

The European 
Commission 
attacked our 
country in the 
back! 

09.09.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  CFR_2022-

0909 

4 
Center for 
Fundamental 
Rights 

European empire 
or national 
sovereignty? 

30.09.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

CFR_2021-09-
30 

5 
Center for 
Fundamental 
Rights 

War without 
battles 18.11.20

21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

CFR_2021-11-
18 

6 

CitizenGo 

EU Ombudsman 
Must Vet AND 
EU  
Commission 
Must 
Stop/Reduce  

05.06.20
16 

Website 
(official 
website)  

CitizenGo_201
6-06-05 
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Funding for the 
ILGA 

7 
Coalition 
against the 
Matic report 

Say no to EU 
violating 
Treaties. Say No 
to calling 
abortion "human 
right". Say no to 
Matic Report 

13.07.19
05 

Website 
(official 
website)  

CAMR_2021 

8 

European 
Centre for 
Law and 
Justice 
(ECLJ) 

Preventing 
Abortion in 
Europe:  
Guaranteeing the 
Social Right Not 
to Abort 

22.06.20
17 

Website 
(official 
website)  

ECLJ_2017-
06-22 

9 

Federal 
Association 
fo the Right 
to Life (BVL) 

WRITE TO 
YOUR MEPS! 26.05.20

21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

BVL_2021-05-
26 

10 

Federal 
Association 
fo the Right 
to Life (BVL) 

Abortion as part 
of a charter of 
fundamental 
rights reduces  
fundamental 
rights to 
absurdity 

07.07.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  

BVL_2022-07-
07 

11 

Federal 
Association 
fo the Right 
to Life (BVL) 

ÄFDL: MATIC 
REPORT  
ACCEPTED IN 
THE EU  
PARLIAMENT: 
DOCTORS  
FOR LIFE EV 
EXPECT  
FURTHER 
EROSION OF  
THE RIGHT TO 
LIFE IN  
EUROPE 

24.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website) 

BVL_2021-06-
24 

12 

Federal 
Association 
fo the Right 
to Life (BVL) 

ALFA: 
ADOPTING THE  
MATIĆ REPORT 
IS A  
SHAME FOR 
EUROPE  

25.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

BVL_2021-06-
25 
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13 

Federal 
Association 
fo the Right 
to Life (BVL) 

CDL OPINION: 
FOR A VOTE  
IN THE EU 
PARLIAMENT  
ON JUNE 23, 
2021 CALLING  
FOR A “HUMAN 
RIGHT TO  
ABORTION”.  

21.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

BVL_202106-
21- 

14 Federal 
Association 
fo the Right 
to Life (BVL) 

CDL: DARK 
HOUR FOR THE  
EUROPEAN 
RULE OF LAW  

24.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

BVL_2021-06-
24 

15 

FEDERAL 
ASSOCIATI
ON FOR 
THE RIGHT 
TO LIFE 
(BVL) 

Stop the Matić 
Report! 

23.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  BVL_2021-06-

23 

16 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

FAFCE’s Open 
Letter to French 
President 
Emmanuel 
Macron: “Are we 
still free to 
protect life?” 

21.01.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  FAFCE_2022-

01-21 

17 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

FAFCE 
Contributes to 
Public 
Consultation on 
Gender-Based 
and Domestic 
Violence 

19.05.20
19 

Website 
(official 
website)  FAFCE_2019-

05-19 

18 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

Board Resolution 
SURROGACY: A 
VIOLATION OF 
HUMAN 
DIGNITY 
Motherhood: a 
precious gift, to 
respect and 
protect 

13.04.20
16 

Website 
(official 
website)  

FAFCE_2016-
04-13 

19 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

FAFCE Board 
Resolution | 
Rebuilding 
Europe 
Restarting from 
the Family 

15.05.20
19 

Website 
(official 
website)  FAFCE_2019-

05-15 
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20 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

FAFCE Board 
Resolution | Call 
for a European 
Natality Pact 09.10.20

19 

Website 
(official 
website)  FAFCE_2019_

10-09 

21 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

FAFCE 2021 
Spring Board 
Resolution: The 
Family is the 
Democratic and 
Demographic 
Future of Europe 

27.05.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  FAFCE_2021-

05-27 

22 Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

Demographic 
Challenges and 
Sustainable 
Development. A 
new chapter for 
Family Policies in 
Europe? 

26.06.20
20 

Website 
(official 
website)  FAFCE_2020-

06-26 

23 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

Matic Report: 
let’s respect 
subsidiarity and 
stay focused on 
the future 
Statement of 
Vincenzo Bassi, 
President of the 
Federation of 
Catholic Family 
Associations in 
Europe (FAFCE) 

23.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

FAFCE_2021-
06-23 

24 

Federation of 
Catholic 
Family 
Associations 
in Europe 
(FAFCE) 

Brain drain – 
mitigating 
challenges 
associated with 
population 
decline 

22.06.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  FAFCE_2022-

06-22 

25 
István 
Barankovics 
Foundation 

Demographic 
winter in rainbow 
flag 

07.09.20
20 

Website 
(official 
website)  

IBF_2020-09-
07 

26 István 
Barankovics 
Foundation 

Climate change 
and European 
migration 

21.11.20
19 

Website 
(official 
website)  

IBF_2019-11-
21 

27 
István 
Barankovics 
Foundation 

Our new 
common Europe 
- "No one else 
will find Christian 

14.12.20
17 

Website 
(official 
website)  

IBF_2017-12-
14 
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Democratic 
answers instead 
of us" 

28 
István 
Barankovics 
Foundation 

The possibilities 
of Christian 
democracy in the 
21st century 

23.03.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

IBV_2021-03-
23 

29 

Letter of 731 
NGOs from 9 
EU Member 
States 

The Coman case 
and national 
sovereignty in 
marital matters 

05.06.20
18 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Coalition of 
NGOs_2018-
06-05 

30 Mum, Dad & 
Kids - 
European 
Citizens' 
Initiative 

Mum, Dad & Kids 
- European 
Citizens' Initiative 
to protect 
Marriage and 
Family 

09.12.20
15 

Website 
(official 
website)  

MDK_2015-12-
09 

31 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

European Union 
and Coronavirus 12.06.20

20 

Website 
(official 
website)  

One of 
Us_2020-06-12 

32 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

Statement 
European 
Federation One 
of Us against 
Matić Report 

16.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  One of 

Us_2021-05-26 

33 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

Presentation for 
presentation of 
“One of Us” 
Manifesto in 
Paris  

23.02.20
19 

Website 
(official 
website)  One of 

Us_2019-02-23 

34 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

The EU, 
abortion, and the 
French 
Presidency - 
Open Letter 

15.03.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  One of 

Us_2022-03-15 

35 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

“One of Us” 
Heard by the 
Grand Chamber 
of Europe’s 
Highest Court 
Luxembourg. 
March 27, 2019. 

27.03.20
19 

Website 
(official 
website)  One of 

Us_2019-03-27 

36 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

Manifesto 
Cultural Platform 
“One of Us” For a 
Europe faithful to 
human dignity 

31.08.20
19 

Website 
(official 
website)  One of 

Us_2019-08-31 
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37 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

Abortion returns 
with force to the  
European 
Parliament: we 
must  
mobilize for life 

4.07.202
2 

Website 
(official 
website)  

One of 
Us_2022-07-04 

38 

One of Us 
European 
Federation 

Abortion: every 
woman’s right? A  
fundamental 
freedom? or a 
reflection  
that we have not 
met the needs of  
women? 

12.07.20
17 

Website 
(official 
website)  

One of 
Us_2017-07-12 

39 
One of Us 
European 
Federation 

Convention for 
our Future: a 
Europe Faithful 
to Human Dignity 

07.05.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  

One of 
Us_2022-05-07 

40 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture 

Procedural Rule 
of Law in the 
European 
Parliament 

31.12.20
18 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Ordo 
Iuris_2018-12-
31 

41 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture 

Say no to EU 
redefining 
parenthood! Let's 
protect the 
family!  

31.12.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Ordo 
Iuris_2021-12-
31 

42 
Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture 

Commentary to 
selected 
proposals of the 
Conference on 
the Future of 
Europe 

31.12.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  Ordo 

Iuris_2022-12-
31 

43 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture 

Memorandum on 
the new 
European Union 
Action Plan on 
Human Rights 
and Democracy 
for 2020–2024 

22.04.20
20 

Website 
(official 
website)  Ordo 

Iuris_2020-04-
22 

44 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture 

Draft 
amendments to 
the EU anti-
discrimination 
law and the 
freedom of 
economic activity 

31.12.20
16 

Website 
(official 
website)  Ordo 

Iuris_2016-12-
31 
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45 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture 

Demographic 
Policy of the EU 
and the 
Population 
Challenges faced 
by Member 
States 

18.09.20
15 

Website 
(official 
website)  Ordo 

Iuris_2015-09-
18 

46 Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture (with 
coalition of 
other 
organisation
s) 

Petition - Stop 
Gender 
Convention. 
Stand For Family 

09.06.20
20 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Ordo 
Iuris_2020-06-
09 

47 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture (with 
coalition of 
other 
organisation
s) 

Commentary  
to selected 
proposals  
of the 
Conference  
on the Future of 
Europe 01.01.20

22 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Ordo 
Iuris_2022-01-
01 

48 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture (with 
coalition of 
other 
organisation
s) 

Równouprawnien
ie  
czy 
uniformizacja?  
Polityka na rzecz 
równości kobiet  
i mężczyzn Unii 
Europejskiej. 

01.01.20
20 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Ordo 
Iuris_2020-01-
01 

49 

Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture (with 
coalition of 
other 
organisation
s) 

UNIA CHCE 
NARZUCIĆ 
HOMOADOPCJ
Ę. POWIEDZMY 
NIE! 

21.04.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Ordo 
Iuris_2021-04-
21 

50 Ordo Iuris 
Institute for 
Legal 
Culture 

No to the gender 
plans of the new 
EU 
Commissioner - 
Maszwplyw.pl  2019 

Website 
(official 
website)  

Ordo 
Iuris_2019 

51 
Political 
Network for 
Values. 

YOUNG 
LEADERS 
FROM EUROPE 
AND AMERICA 
LAUNCH 

27.05.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  PNV_2022-05-

27 
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“BUDAPEST 
DECLARATION” 
FOR LIFE, 
FAMILY AND 
FREEDOMS 

52 
Political 
Network for 
Values. 

CONCERNS ON 
DRAFT REPORT 
THREATENING 
HUMAN RIGHTS 
AT THE 
EUROPEAN 
PARLIAMENT 
The situation of 
sexual and 
reproductive 
health and rights 
in the EU 

05.05.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

PNV_2021-05-
05 

53 
Right to Life 
for All (ALfA 
eV) 

PRESS 
RELEASE ALfA: 
Adoption of the 
Matić report is a 
disgrace for 
Europe - 
Kaminski: Brutal 
attack on the 
right to life, 
freedom of 
conscience and 
freedom of 
expression 

24.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

ALfA eV_2021-
06-24 

54 
Right to Life 
for All (ALfA 
eV) 

Please write to 
your MEP! Ask 
your member of 
parliament to get 
involved too! 

28.05.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  ALfA eV_2021-

05-28 

55 
Society and 
Values 
Association 

 Opinion on why 
the EC does not 
have to extend 
the EU list of 
crimes to "hate 
speech" and 
"hate crime" 

20.04.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  SVA_2021-04-

20 

56 
Society and 
Values 
Association 

 Our appeal to 
the European 
Commission in 
relation to gender 
policies against 
violence 

10.05.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  SVA_2021-05-

10 
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57 
Society and 
Values 
Association 

Letter from 731 
organisations 
with a call not to 
destroy the 
family and the 
EU 

30.05.20
18 

Website 
(official 
website)  SVA_2018-05-

30 

58 

Society and 
Values 
Association 

Letter from 333 
European 
organisations 
requesting 
changes to the 
Istanbul 
Convention 

21.03.20
18 

Website 
(official 
website)  SVA_021-05-

12 

59 
Society and 
Values 
Association 

Society and 
Values 
Association 

12.05.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

SVA_2021-05-
12 

60 

Society for 
the 
Protection of 
Unborn 
Children 
(SPUC) 

SPUC slams 
“grotesque” EU 
for declaring 
abortion a human 
right 25.06.20

21 

Website 
(official 
website)  SPUC_2021-

06-25 

61 

Society for 
the 
Protection of 
Unborn 
Children 
(SPUC) 

“Sickening” 
President 
Macron wants  
abortion 
enshrined in EU 
rights charter  

20.01.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  

SPUC_2022-
01-20 

62 
Society for 
the 
Protection of 
Unborn 
Children 
(SPUC) 

Catholic bishops 
denounce 
European  
Parliament for 
demanding that 
“abortion  
rights” be upheld 
in US 

13.06.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  

SPUC_2022-
06-13 

63 

Society for 
the 
Protection of 
Unborn 
Children 
(SPUC) 

EU Resolution on 
“Sexual and 
Reproductive 
Rights”  

21.06.20
21 

Website 
(official 
website)  

SPUC_2021-
06-21 

64 

Society for 
the 
Protection of 
Unborn 
Children 
(SPUC) 

European 
Parliament 
demands that EU  
Charter of 
Fundamental 
Rights include 
abortion: This is 

08.07.20
22 

Website 
(official 
website)  

SPUC_2022-
07-08 
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“obscene”, says 
SPUC  

65 

The Italian 
Movement 
for Life 
(MPVI) 

EU ELECTIONS. 
Appeal to voters 
and candidates 16.05.20

19 

Website 
(official 
website)  

MPVI_2019-
05-16 



 

Chapter 10 

Narrating from the Fringes. Science-
related Populism Referring to Europe 

 

Kinga Sekerdej  
Faculty of Humanities, AGH University of Science and Technology in Kraków 

Introduction15 
The past few years in the EU and beyond have been marked by 
unexpected crises including the global pandemic and, more recently, the 
war in Ukraine and its humanitarian and geopolitical costs. The 
challenges facing the EU are also aggravated by internal discontent and 
controversies concerning both the conceptual differences regarding the 
EU polity and its particular policies. With many countries included, the 
discussions revolve around what the shape of the EU polity should have, 
to what extent it needs to be unified, and where differentiation is accepted 
and where it is problematic (Fossum 2019). Simultaneously, different 
policies need both immediate actions and long-term solutions, but, not 
surprisingly, there are various stances regarding the question of which 
solutions are preferable. Moreover, in an EU in which citizens are to be 
given a voice, as stated in the Joint Declaration on the Conference on the 
Future of Europe (2021), it is not only member states and EU institutions 

 
15 This research was funded in part by H2020-EU.3.6 [Grant agreement ID: 822419] and 
in part by the National Science Centre, Poland [ID: 2021/05/X/HS6/00316] 
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that are at play. The European community is also continuously imagined 
and reimagined (cf. Anderson 1991) by its citizens and neighbours. 

Among many people and groups active in the public sphere, there are 
those considered to be on the fringes of legitimate discourse. This chapter 
focuses on some of those actors who are considered to be populist, and 
asks whether one might find a vision of Europe in their discourses. The 
aim here is to present and analyse the arguments related to democracy 
and dominance put forward by movements that might be labelled as 
denialist or anti-intellectual, in the sense that they consistently express a 
generalised mistrust in experts and expert knowledge (cf. Merkley 2020; 
Merkley and Loewen 2021; Motta 2018). 

Trust in science and public understanding of science is socially and 
politically important. Understanding the phenomena of knowledge 
resistance (Klintman 2021) and anti-intellectualism (Motta 2018) sheds 
light on cognitive mechanisms (Kahan 2016), the role of new media in 
spreading misinformation, and the political implications of lack of trust in 
science (Anderson et al. 2012; Brossard and Scheufele 2013; Damstra et al. 
2021; Hmielowski et al. 2013). The terms “knowledge resistance” and 
“anti-intellectualism” are both used in the relevant literature. However, it 
is important to note that they are themselves value-laden, expressing 
condescension. Thus, these terms, stressing the importance of knowledge 
and intellect, at the same time create sharp social divisions: into those who 
accept knowledge and those who are resistant; into those who value 
intellect and those who are anti-intellectual. Those labels might be 
important for the general public in order to clearly state what has a basis 
in facts and research and what does not. After all, it is crucial to make sure 
that pseudoscience and fake information do not gain an equal status to 
claims based on evidence and which are thoroughly examined in 
accordance with accepted research methodologies.  

Representatives of movements denying evidence-based research perceive 
themselves as being subject to dominance, although it is not always clear 
by whom they are dominated. This sense of being dominated is thus part 
of the “discursive and stylistic repertoire” of populism (Brubaker 2017). 
The terms they are labelled with in academic publications may justify that 
perception. Nonetheless, it is possible to inquire why certain people and 
groups do not accept scientific evidence or build their social and political 
capital on that mistrust in science, without necessarily labelling them in 
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an antagonistic way. Science-sceptics would be a fairly neutral 
denominator; however, scepticism, as one of the founding principles of 
science and rationality, would be an even more problematic label for the 
opposite reason. In this chapter, I will therefore use a term that is not 
completely neutral, although perhaps less value-laden: “denialists” or 
“deniers”. 

Different groups and views have been analysed with regard to their anti-
scientific convictions and projections. Most notably, for many years 
research has focused on climate-change deniers (cf. Cann and Raymond 
2018; R. Dunlap 2013; R. E. Dunlap and McCright 2015; Forchtner 2019; 
Forchtner et al. 2018; Kulin et al. 2021; McCright 2007; McCright et al. 2016; 
Oreskes and Conway 2011; Poortinga et al. 2011; Żuk and Szulecki 2020) 
The spread of COVID-19, along with public health concerns and policies 
implemented in response, resulted in significant attention on the reasons 
behind anti-vax movements and vaccine hesitation in the general 
population, and how they evolved in the face of the pandemic. Besides 
these two most salient issues, others have also gained public attention. 
With the full-scale Russian aggression in Ukraine, the problem of energy 
has become not only a climate challenge, but also a security concern, hence 
the attention to nuclear energy and facts and fears around it. There are 
also many topics related to anti-scientific convictions that have an impact 
on public health, but are not that central to the public debate, like medical 
treatments such as homeopathy, psychological interventions, or wellness 
and dietary concerns (cf. Baker 2022; Boudry et al. 2015; Chan et al. 2018; 
Colquhoun 2007; Goldacre 2010; Thomas et al. 2018). 

This chapter provides an analysis of the common themes in both anti-5G 
and denialist movements that relate, albeit not always directly, to Europe 
and EU policies. More specifically, it refers to the understandings of 
democracy and dominance that can be inferred from the analysed texts. 
To be sure, neither democracy nor dominance are a subject of interest to 
these actors per se. However, through the lens of the contested policies 
central to their concern, their documents refer to what they see as a breach 
of democratic standards or as proof of dominance relations. I start by 
presenting the conceptual framework. This is followed by presenting the 
sample and methods and an analysis of instances in which democracy and 
dominance appear in the texts published by the studied actors. The 
chapter is concluded by an attempt to provide a wider context: the 
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relationship to political polarisation, and to a specific form of populism, 
namely science-related populism. 

Conceptual framework  
 

This chapter does not attempt to conceptualise democracy, dominance or 
differentiation. The initial aim of the research was to determine 1) whether 
denialist actors relate to the EU as a polity, and 2) if they have any 
proposals that refer to the future of that polity. Based on the analysis of 
their statements published online, the answer to both of these questions is 
negative. Nonetheless, dismissing denialist voices as not important to the 
debate because of the lack of proposals about the future of the EU would 
mean losing from the overall picture sentiments that – even if not 
mainstream – influence the tone and framing of public debate on core 
societal topics. Topics regarding health and digital transformation are not 
only central to the EU priorities; they are also issues that have been 
polarising public opinion. For that reason, this analysis attempts to infer 
how concepts like democracy or dominance are used by the selected 
actors. 

The rise of dis- and misinformation poses a challenge to democracy, as 
both a legitimation principle and an organisational form (Fossum 2021, 
2022). This is mostly not because of the content of the claims – in that 
respect, mis- and disinformation are nothing new. The new challenge is in 
the reach those messages have – thus creating new circumstances for the 
rise in modern propaganda. The second challenge is that – contrary to 
creating a democratic forum for a pluralism of voices, they might not be 
an expression of pluralism, but rather only generate the illusion of it (cf. 
Pomerantsev 2019). 

Differentiation – if operationalised as the structural make-up of the EU 
and the process that leads to its less or greater differentiation (Fossum 
2021, 1) – is a concept that is not reflected in what denialist actors write 
about. However, given the political power relations in the member states 
and within the EU, the fears that are kindled by those movements might 
be conducive to the dis-integrationist direction. 

One could analyse the denialist groups from a wider perspective as a 
challenge to democracy, perhaps as actors that might be instrumental for 
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decisions about differentiating certain policies, and certainly as a 
movement that appeals to the not necessarily clearly targeted sentiments 
people might hold of being dominated by more powerful societal agents. 
Nonetheless, the aim of this chapter is not to determine or explore the role 
denialist movements imply for the democratic order, nor for national and 
EU decision making. Although those issues are of crucial importance, this 
paper focuses on how democracy and dominance are operationalised by 
those actors themselves. Their claims, however, are placed in a wider 
context of populism, and its specific manifestation: science-related 
populism. 

The movements analysed here operate using a populist playbook, and 
seek common ground with those who feel excluded by elites, however 
they are understood. Thus, the sentiment of being dominated is central to 
these actors. The notion of unjust domination is core to the populist 
narrative of the social world, as is the claim of speaking in the name of 
“the people”. Populism has been operationalised as a discursive and 
stylistic repertoire (Brubaker 2017) that could be likened to a cultural 
toolbox (Swidler 1986), or as a “thin-centred” ideology (Mudde & 
Kaltwasser 2017). Being thin-centred and focusing on the division 
between “us” and “them”, “the pure people” and “corrupt elites”, 
populism is adaptable to host-ideologies. The key demarcation is vertical 
– between “the people” and “the elites” – but at times it is marked 
horizontally, between the ingroup and the outgroup (Brubaker 2017). 
Thus, the substance of the main concerns of the anti-vax or anti-5G 
movements is less salient than the discursive repertoire around those 
topics. 

The populist discursive repertoire has common features, which are also 
visible in the documents analysed here. Firstly, there is the basic division 
between “us” and “them”. The demarcation line in this case is mostly 
vertical, “them” being corrupt elites, defined as an alliance between 
pharmaceutical, insurance and financial companies, supported by big technology, 
governments, and academic circles (cf. annex, proposal 22). Secondly, we can 
point to heightened expressions of affect and appeals to affect (Obradović 
et al. 2020). The principal way of appealing to feelings and emotions in the 
analysed example is seeding doubt and fearmongering (Glassner 2004) by 
addressing the dangers and health hazards “we” are subject to, as a result 
of decisions (regarding vaccines or introducing 5G technology) made by 
the “corrupt elites”. Another common feature of the populist repertoire is 
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the use of a rhetoric of crisis (Brubaker 2017; Kyle & Gultchin 2018). Whilst 
during the pandemic, the state of crisis was largely accepted through 
international and state decision makers, the crisis has been differently 
framed by denialist groups. It was not the virus they saw as the source of 
crisis, but rather the decisions of policy makers, seen as violating the 
freedom and democracy of “ordinary people” by imposing compulsory 
vaccination. 

Research from social psychology points to populism’s rhetorical 
mobilisation of psychological needs (Obradović et al. 2020). Especially 
heightened needs for status are activated and mobilised through 
moralisation and rumour sharing (Petersen et al. 2021). Hence, in this light 
the expressed perceived dominance, prominent in denialist documents 
and imbued with affective language, might be operationalised as status-
seeking endeavours. 

In essence, these movements are part of a phenomenon that has been 
gaining salience, namely science-related populism (Mede & Schäfer 2020). 
Populism, we recall, in broad terms is a movement claiming to speak for 
“the allegedly virtuous people” against allegedly corrupt political and 
economic elites and any institutions they see as representing the societal 
establishment (Wirth et al. 2016; Brubaker 2017). Recently, researchers and 
scientists have been more visibly included in this elite, thus academic 
elites are seen as a subset of the general elite. It has become a marker with 
the rise of post-truth politics (Fossum 2023), where expertise is suspect 
and truth is relative (Motta 2018). With the participatory turn in the public 
sphere, expertise has become one of many potentially equally valid 
opinions on a given topic. In this light, therefore, knowledge and evidence 
might be seen as a point of view rather than expertise. Mede and Schäfer 
(2020) conceptualise science-related populism as “a set of ideas suggesting 
an antagonism between an (allegedly) virtuous ordinary people and an 
(allegedly) unvirtuous academic elite— an antagonism that is due to the 
elite illegitimately claiming and the people legitimately demanding 
science-related decision-making sovereignty and truth-speaking 
sovereignty” (Mede & Schäfer 2020, 484). Science-related populists might 
focus on socially polarising topics (such as vaccines or 5G), but they also 
might refer to less visible areas (such as homeopathy or dietary trends). In 
the case of the actors analysed here, the issues central to their concerns are 
both science-related and polarising. Therefore, they are salient in relevant 
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European policy areas, and, as they relate to politics, may impact their 
views on the European polity. 

Methods and sample 
Whilst the scope for analysis of denialist movements is wide, in this 
chapter I focus on two groups which relate directly to EU priority policies: 
“anti-vaxxers” and groups forming around protests and fears regarding 
5G technology. Although health was not listed among the European 
Commission’s priorities for 2019–2024, the pandemic has moved health 
issues to the centre of the EU’s attention. The topic of vaccines and social 
hesitancy therefore became a pressing issue for the bloc during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the vaccine rollout. As a result, the EU4Health 
programme was adopted with the goal of reinforcing crisis preparedness 
in the EU (EU 2021/522). 

The second group of denialists (the anti-5G movement) is directly related 
to one of the European Commission’s priorities for 2019–2024, namely “a 
Europe fit for the digital age” (EC 2019). Within this broad theme the EU 
intends to invest in key digital infrastructures, such as extensive 5G (and 
future 6G) networks, a new Radio Spectrum Policy programme, and 5G 
corridors for connected or automated mobility (EC 2020). The anti-5G 
movement thus directly relates to the EU’s concerns. 

Precisely because of the centrality of these themes – vaccines during the 
pandemic and digital transformation – I chose to focus on these two 
denialist movements. I intended to find out how their discourses relate to 
the EU, which is – or intends to be – moving forward policies these groups 
are vehemently opposed to. 

The groups analysed in this chapter may be considered as fringe, not 
mainstream. Nonetheless, whether seeing this peripheral position as a 
descriptive (where they are situated) or normative characteristic (where 
they ought to be as a group spreading mis-/disinformation), their 
peripheral locus influences the narratives they produce. Although not in 
the mainstream, they are instrumental in seeding doubt about the safety 
of proposed policies, thus it is important to scrutinise these narratives. 

To determine whether denialist movements have a coherent vision of 
Europe, a content analysis of 22 documents published by these actors was 
performed. Thirteen of them concerned the COVID-19 vaccines (four were 
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at EU level and nine from Polish actors), and nine were related to 5G 
technology (eight at EU level, one published in Poland). These documents 
do not form consistent proposals; they are scattered among various actors. 
Although representing the denialist stance and cross-citing each other, 
they are not clearly organised groups. Moreover, since these are not 
proposed by CSOs with clear structures and user-friendly websites, most 
of these documents leave an impression of chaotic utterances that do not 
follow clear and straightforward arguments. The inclusion criterion of the 
sample was unequivocal rejection of either vaccines or 5G technology. 

The aim of the research was to find written utterances that relate to the EU 
or Europe, in publicly available web documents produced by denialist 
actors. Initially, contributions from those actors to the debate on the future 
of Europe were sought. However, since they did not participate in that 
discussion, the scope was broadened to include the representations of EU 
in documents not relating directly to the Conference on the Future of 
Europe (CoFoE). Apart from the theme of Europe, those documents were 
coded in MAXQDA according to three further dimensions (Fossum 2019): 
democracy, differentiation and dominance. Although Fossum’s take on 
these concepts refers to the polity of the EU, here they were treated in a 
broader sense, i.e. beyond the references to the EU, if they appeared as 
such in the documents. As the analysed actors are not necessarily 
organised in clear institutional structures, the search for the documents 
was based on keywords (“stop 5G”, “phone masts”, “plandemic”, “stop 
vaccines”). New documents were also reached using the snowball 
technique. Although not exclusively, the encountered documents are 
mainly from Poland. Dis- and misinformation have been a constant 
challenge, hence some of the documents labelled as disinformation have 
been tracked by OSINT (Open Source Investigation) groups (such as FDI, 
Bellingcat) and removed from public domains (e.g. the White Rose). In 
Poland, at the time of the research, the ruling parties did not have an 
unequivocally disapproving stance towards those groups, hence their 
presence in the public sphere has not been censored significantly. The 
documents collected were produced between 2017 and 2022. This chapter 
presents the findings from analysis of those texts. 

In analysing societal actors who do not directly comment on the polity of 
the EU, but rather focus on policies relevant to the Union, it is difficult to 
discern coherent narratives regarding either democracy, differentiation, 
or dominance. However, these actors operate within the national and 
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European context, hence they use concepts that resonate with the general 
public. Moreover, their claims are political, because they relate to public 
decisions they are opposed to. It would therefore be nearly impossible for 
them to shy away from central political issues regarding the limits of 
power of the state and European institutions versus individual and 
collective interests. 

Democracy, differentiation and dominance 
Do the denialist movements care about the polity of the EU? This is not a 
clear concern, as they focus on the policies they see as dangerous for “the 
people”; however, the people are understood in a specific context. But 
since the EU explicitly tackles issues like vaccination programmes and 5G 
networks, the European Union is present in their narratives, albeit not 
always directly. The following paragraphs present whether and how 
democracy, differentiation, or dominance were referred to in the analysed 
documents. 

Democracy itself is not a concept that has been widely referred to by the 
anti-vax and anti-5G groups. In fact, in the 22 analysed documents there 
were just two explicit mentions of democracy. In the first instance this was 
an appeal to the EU to follow democratic principles laid out by the 
European Commission in a document “Secure 5G deployment– EU 
toolbox”, stating that the Commission, the EP, the Council and the 
governments and parliaments of the member states should provide a 
democratic framework for consultation (STOP 5G | Proposal 23, P. 2: 308) 
by organising public debates led by scientists with biomedical expertise 
who are free from conflicts of interest and by “creating of a body that 
brings together scientists and representatives of different schools of 
thought, elected in complete independence from business circles and 
governments” (STOP 5G | Proposal 23, P. 1: 857) (STOP 5G | Proposal 23, 
P. 1: 125). Hence the standard of being free from conflicts of interests (CoI) 
is presented as a proposal implying that at present that is not the case. The 
lack of CoI in turn echoes the principle of “independent experts” that 
should have a voice in the debate, which is a recurrent theme in all the 
documents (mentioned 42 times in both Polish and international appeals). 
The second explicit mention of democracy refers to a warning that there 
are forces wanting to cede power and decision making to non-democratic 
and unelected global bodies (such as the World Health Organisation) 
(SWW | Apel, P. 1: 1614). Hence democracy – understood here 
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pragmatically as the inclusion of denialist voices – is referred to as a 
lacking but important principle. The perceived lack of democracy is 
reinforced using such words as “dictatorship” (10 instances in three 
documents) or “totalitarianism” (four mentions in three documents). In 
both cases they are employed only in the Polish documents. These 
descriptions apply in those contexts to the “totalitarian regime” 
introduced either through 5G technology or by population vaccinations, 
and to “medical dictatorship”, the message being starker by evoking the 
Nuremberg Code and medical experiments on people. 

Differentiation does not appear in the Polish or international documents 
analysed here. This is not surprising, as the polity of the European Union 
is not the concern of those groups and the subtleties of integration do not 
fit into the dichotomous concepts of populism. In the populist antagonism 
between “us” (the virtuous people) and “them” (the corrupt elites), these 
signifiers can be occupied by diverse content (Brubaker 2017). However, 
they are not gradational. So “we” and “us” at times means “the Polish 
people”, or “the public”, or “parents”, or “Europeans”, or “citizens” – in 
essence, whatever suits the argument. By the same token, “they” and 
“them” in turn signify the “so-called experts”, “corrupt scientists”, 
“foreign powers” (be it economic or political), or “bureaucratic elites”. The 
discussion therefore in no way refers to reflecting on the different levels 
of integration. At best it employs the well-known critique from other 
contexts of ceding the power of decision making to non-elected entities. 
Even if it does not always refer explicitly to EU institutions, the Polish 
documents echo the right-wing arguments that only the national 
parliament and national bodies have full democratic legitimacy and any 
attempts at federalisation (although this exact word is not used at any 
point in these brochures) in essence undermine democratic credentials. 

If democracy and differentiation are not a prominent topic in those outlets, 
dominance definitely is. Although they do not use dominance or 
domination as a literal description, the overall sentiment does point to the 
perceived unjust imbalance of power. If one breaks down the possible 
expressions of negative evaluations of dominance relations, they 
repeatedly used emotion-laden words. The most visible of these were 
“freedom” and the alleged absence of it (62 coded fragments in 17 
documents), “decision” and who gets to decide as opposed to who should 
be the one getting to decide (30 occurrences in 13 documents), “choice” 
and the lack of it (18 fragments in 7 documents), “discrimination” of “the 
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people” (14 mentions in 3 documents), or the “force” by which policies are 
brought forward (11 occurrences in 10 documents). Therefore, even if 
dominance was not mentioned as an explicitly recognised problem, it was 
operationalised by these emotional expressions.  

Who then dominates whom? Again, these documents are not consistent 
in pointing to specific dominating entities. However, countries and the 
people living there are in general dominated by global actors or “foreign 
powers”. These might represent industries (like pharmaceutical or 
telecommunication companies) or other, allegedly untransparent 
institutions, such as the World Health Organisation. Disapproval of an 
unspecific “one international government” is voiced at times. Sometimes 
it is states that are curbing the freedom of their citizens. The European 
Union is also mentioned as one of these untransparent bodies aiming at 
restricting the sovereignty of member states. WHO is considered as a 
dominator by both anti-vax and anti-5G groups. In turn, anti-vaxxers see 
the European Medicines Agency as representing dominant power. Not 
surprisingly, in tune with conspiracy theories, it is not specific actors that 
are seen as responsible, but rather “an alliance of technology, media, 
academic circles and government institutions”. These are accountable for 
dominating, either individuals (ordinary people, citizens), groups (like 
“decent scientists”, “independent doctors”), or states (countries in general 
or, in some documents, Poland specifically). 

John Erik Fossum (2019) has conceptually identified seven forms of 
dominance. It may be argued that the denialists use the whole spectrum 
of these dominance occurrences; however, three of them are most visible: 
exclusion, illicit hierarchy, and oppression. This of course refers to the 
subjective presentation of how they perceive the power imbalance. 
Exclusion (18 coded fragments in eight documents) – people, citizens, 
“independent experts”, countries – all of those presented as dominated 
actors are excluded from decision making and from debates on policy 
measures. Deniers also claim that they are dominated, because they are 
not included in debates on science-driven policies. Illicit hierarchy (nine 
occurrences in 10 documents) – WHO, the EMA, and EU institutions in 
general are portrayed as having illicit power, due to the perceived lack of 
accountability to any constituents. Depending on the context, the 
denialists either point to the fact that these institutions are not 
democratically elected or they consider their policies to be of major 
importance and thus argue that they should be subject to democratic 
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voting. In different instances, but complimentary to those above they see 
individual freedom being curbed by illicit hierarchy: institutions allegedly 
unlawfully deciding about individuals. By the same token, oppression (27 
related fragments in 10 documents) is their most widely used notion of 
dominance – they and the people they claim to represent do not have the 
power to exercise their freedoms from vaccines and/or from 
electromagnetic fields. Thus, they are allegedly oppressed, and this 
message is underlined using such expressions as “experiments on people” 
(11 times), or by references to the Nuremberg Code (nine times). 

The European Union is mentioned here in two settings referring to 
dominance. The first conceptualised the EU as infringing individual 
European citizens’ rights through institutions which do not have 
democratic legitimacy and are susceptible to unrevealed conflicts of 
interests (like WHO, the EMA). The second presented the Union as a place 
where national sovereignty is at stake because of centralising plans 
regarding health, digital, and climate policies. Those actors argued that 
these policies should be decided at the national level, where there is an 
appropriate democratic mandate. Thus, unelected European institutions 
are seen as dominating and undermining democratically elected state 
authorities. 

Political ideologies and polarisation 
One cannot turn a blind eye to the political implications of denialist 
convictions and their possible connections to political ideologies. These 
connections might be straightforward, i.e. between given political 
organisations and denialist movements. They can also be indirect, linking 
given attitudes towards societal issues with sympathies for various 
political ideologies. There is a body of research inquiring about the link 
between political ideology and denialist movements or “science-sceptic” 
attitudes (cf. Campbell and Kay 2014; Czarnek et al. 2020; Dahlgren et al. 
2019; Featherstone et al. 2019; Gabel et al. 2021; Kossowska et al. 2021; 
Kulin et al. 2021; McCright et al. 2013, 2016; Rutjens et al. 2018; Zaslove 
2009). Research also shows that political ideology matters when it comes 
to trust in science and to conspiracy beliefs. Political conservatives are 
more susceptible to conspiracy beliefs, have more negative attitudes 
towards scientific experts and are less willing to accept scientific 
consensus (Blank and Shaw 2015; Featherstone et al. 2019; Hamilton et al. 
2015; Motta 2018). Gauchat (2012), examining US data from nearly three 
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decades, shows a trend over time in which conservatives have become 
increasingly distrustful of science. While in the 1970s the respondents 
identifying themselves as conservatives had the highest trust in science, at 
the end of the studied period (2010) they expressed the lowest trust (in 
comparison to liberals and moderates). One must keep in mind that the 
link between right-wing ideology and distrust in science has been 
explored mainly in the context of the US and its division between 
Democrats and Republicans. Nonetheless, research done outside of the 
North American continent also convincingly suggests that a broadly right-
wing ideology predicts less favourable attitudes towards science and 
scientific consensus (Forchtner et al. 2018; Kulin et al. 2021; Żuk and 
Szulecki 2020). The association between right-wing parties/voters and 
distrust in scientific consensus is especially visible when it comes to 
climate action policies. Right-wing parties are more likely to oppose 
climate change policies, hence it is not obvious whether their supporters 
are less enthusiastic to those policies because they tend not to accept the 
scientific consensus, or because this is a function of their general support 
for right-wing parties and their ideologies (Huber et al. 2021). Blank and 
Shaw (2015) argue that scientists tend to be more liberal or moderate than 
conservatives, and public policy recommendations from scientists require 
action and change, something that conservatives are more likely to 
oppose, which partly explains the scepticism towards science itself. 
Furthermore, they argue that disbelief in science stems from the conflict 
between a scientific worldview and political ideology and/or religious 
beliefs. 

Right- or left-wing ideologies convey a cluster of meanings, and it would 
be worthwhile to find which particular part of that ideology is salient and 
important for convictions relating to scientific consensus. For instance, a 
body of research shows that free-market enthusiasts tend to reject the 
findings of climate change, as to accept it means also accepting the 
necessity of putting into place control mechanisms over the free market, 
constraining it and empowering the public institutions, encouraging 
government interventions, which is something that goes against 
conservative convictions (Oreskes and Conway 2011, 249-255). The 
arguments have a nationalist undertone: the right-wing populists blame 
the elites for acting against national interests by supporting climate-
change-related policies, such as sustainable energy transformations 
(Fraune and Knodt 2018), which imply major changes in private and 
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national economies. Further, universal claims, like the sustainability of the 
planet and well-being of humanity and other species, do not resonate well 
with nationalistic ideology. 

Science-related topics have become an object of political polarisation. 
While discussing the policies addressing specific societal problems and 
challenges, some deny the very basis of those policies. In other words, the 
discussion does not revolve around whether the solutions to climate 
change or public health crises are adequate. A great deal of energy in the 
discussion shifts to debating whether climate change actually exists and 
there actually is a public health crisis. And since that discussion is about 
values, not facts, many political actors delve into the so-called debate and 
are instrumental in providing more saliency to the denialist groups 
(Hamilton et al. 2015; Hmielowski et al. 2014; McCright and Dunlap 2011). 
The debate is political and polarising, with part of the strategy embraced 
by denialists being to undermine science, by casting doubt over consensus 
among scientists and hinting that many scientists are driven by ill motives 
(like “Big Pharma” incentives). Nowadays science has become a target of 
populism, where scientists are ascribed the role of alien and antagonist 
elites. If populism stems from marginalisation of those “left behind” by 
globalisation and technological change (Lockwood 2018), the complex 
nature of science leaves behind virtually all non-specialists in each 
scientific field. However, not all turn against the scientific premises. 

There is one further factor which is difficult to verify and therefore does 
not appear often in research articles, although it is widely present in 
popular media, including press, television and social media. It concerns 
the question of whether the denialist groups are grassroots or if they are a 
deliberate political tool not of misinformation, but of disinformation, 
where both people and bots are harnessed for foreign political goals. After 
all, they are seeding doubt as well as instigating fear and societal unrest, 
and are therefore instrumental in slowing down beneficial policies 
regarding health or digital transformation. Hence, open-source 
investigation (OSINT) communities point to the role of foreign, especially 
pro-Kremlin, interests (Broad 2019; Cockerell 2022; Kayali and Scott 2022; 
Thomas 2022; Zachová 2022; Zappone 2019). There are several indications 
that foreign actions and interests might be at play in both anti-5G and anti-
vax practices and ideas. First, social network and special analyses show 
that the accounts used by them are interrelated (Ahmed et al. 2020; 
Flaherty et al. 2022, GDI 2019; Weiner 2020). Second, the beginning of a 
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visible anti-5G movement has been dated to May 2018, when RTA (Russia 
Today America) started to air apocalyptic warnings of the danger of 5G 
(Broad 2019). Third, with the Russian invasion on Ukraine, anti-vax and 
anti-5G internet accounts were reported to shift to anti-Ukrainian 
messages (Brezar 2022; Kayali and Scott 2022). Certainly, one must be 
cautious with such claims, as this is a tempting and easy explanation 
which itself borders on conspiracy thinking. Moreover, it is always useful 
to remember one of the basic methodological principles, that “correlation 
is not causation”. At least some of the activists of the denialist movements 
analysed here had a prior history of engagement in those issues, before 
the COVID-19 pandemic and before the moral panic regarding 5G 
technology. They came respectively from parent-centred opposition 
groups to compulsory vaccines (e.g. STOP NOP) and from activists 
warning about the hazards of EMF (e.g. Instytut Maxwella). However, one 
should bear in mind that, even if those movements were not incited by 
deliberate concerted political actions, they might be seen by them as 
valuable for stirring uncertainty regarding core EU policies, like public 
health and digital transformation. 

Decision-making sovereignty and truth-speaking 
sovereignty 
In their conceptualisation of science-related populism, Mede and Schäfer 
(2020) formulate two core principles of that populism: decision-making 
sovereignty and truth-speaking sovereignty. The former is akin to political 
populism, as it rests upon the assertion that political elites are seen as 
illegitimate sovereigns (Mede and Schäfer 2020, 477; Wirth 2016). They are 
illegitimate, because politics in the view of populism should embody the 
popular will; hence the people are legitimate sovereigns, not the political 
elites. The latter rests upon claims for epistemic authority over how valid 
knowledge is produced (Mede and Schäfer 2020, 482). I would argue that 
in the anti-vax and anti-5G documents analysed, the political and science-
related populisms are conflated. Firstly, the claims for decision-making 
sovereignty relate both to political and scientific elites. In both instances it 
is the ordinary people who are allegedly not biased by elite interests and 
therefore should be the primary decision makers. However, once the 
political mode is evoked, it brings along the opposition of nation-state vs 
the EU, along with other global forces. The first legitimately represents the 
people; the second does not. Hence, this populist sentiment echoes the 



Imagining the future of Europe 

 284  

arguments of Eurosceptic groups and parties. When the science-related 
mode is at play, however, academic circles and scientific experts are seen 
as claiming sovereignty illegitimately, because they are allegedly guided 
by ideological agendas. In that mode, it is “the ordinary people”, not states 
or nations, that should be the legitimate bearers of science-related 
decision-making sovereignty (Mede and Schäfer 2020, 482-483). 

Truth-speaking sovereignty defines who has authority over knowledge 
production and over the definition of what constitutes “true knowledge”. 
Populism rejects the conviction that scientists, using their theories and 
methodologies, have a superior epistemology compared to other 
alternative views of the world. The populist view sees this as illegitimate, 
because the scientific establishment relies on alien theories, not on 
everyday experiences. What to science might seem anecdotal knowledge, 
to populist views is precisely the expression of a down-to-earth approach, 
based on common sense and the experience of ordinary people. Thus, 
there are competing truths: that of the scientific establishment and that of 
the ordinary people. In the populist claims, authenticity of the people and 
their experience-driven truth is opposed to the alienated, theory-driven 
knowledge production of the scientific elites (Mede and Schäfer 2020, 483). 
Both anti-vax and anti-5G arguments follow this logic. They argue against 
“ivory-tower” experts, who allegedly derive their knowledge from 
behind-closed-doors concepts and are hence illegitimate in terms of truth. 
Moreover, they are seen as ideologically skewed and working for 
undisclosed interests. and are therefore illegitimate in terms of decision 
making. The denialist movements therefore share with the Eurosceptics 
the political populist views that national sovereignty is being endangered 
by EU institutions. Additionally, however, they express the conviction 
that ordinary people are legitimate bearers of science-related decision 
making and truth-speaking sovereignty. 

Conclusions 
Content analysis of anti-5G and anti-vax documents shows a coinciding 
and coherent populist narrative. That narrative is situated within political 
populism, but also has a prominent science-related populism component. 
Their core demands for legitimacy relate to decision making and truth-
speaking sovereignty. The message they convey presents them, the 
member states and “ordinary people” as being dominated by an 
unspecific alliance of political, economic, and “so-called intellectual” 
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elites. The European Union and its institutions are explicitly a concern to 
those movements only when it fits in the populist signifier, which depends 
on the context. 

The analysed actors seem not to care about the character of the present or 
future polity of the European Union; it is irrelevant in their narrative. This 
might be one of the indicators of the populist character of those 
movements. They are not targeting primary policies in a way that could 
promote their preferred solutions in the area of health or technology. 
Instead, their documents focus on seeding doubt, fearmongering, and 
accusing loosely understood elites or vague global and local powers of 
exploiting ordinary people for their economic and political goals. Because 
the narrative appeals to virtuous people, it is not devoid of nationalistic 
overtones. Nonetheless, the elites they despise might be national, but they 
are still seen as distant and entangled in the web of global interests and 
mistreating ordinary citizens. There is therefore no constitutional model 
of the EU that might be regarded as preferred by those movements. 
Neither the European Union nor any of the member states are reflected on 
even indirectly. These narratives are “thin” and vague, hence they do not 
propose or support any direction for action, apart from disintegration. 

Populism is a challenge to modern democracy. John Erik Fossum (2023) 
enquires whether the phenomenon of disinformation may be confined to 
certain political actors and if, together with fake news, they may be 
considered as “bellwethers of the health of democracy”, or whether they 
constitute part of a structural problem. Building on the example of 
Norway and EEA, his response is that fake news, mis-/disinformation, 
and manipulation themselves do not mark the state of democracy as much 
as the structural features and “the trust gap in the circumstances 
surrounding policymaking and politics” (Fossum 2023, 32). This chapter’s 
aim was to view the link between science-related populism and political 
ideology through the lens of policy-related mis(dis)information. The 
analysed examples clearly locate the denialists to right-wing populist 
parties, via both similar views and personal connections (although I have 
managed to trace those personal connections only in the documents 
produced in Poland). One needs to remember, however, that although 
right-wing ideology has been more often proven to correlate with science 
denial, the ideological right by no means has a monopoly over populism. 
In terms of science-related issues, the fear of nuclear energy is a 
counterexample, with left-wing parties traditionally opposing it (cf. 
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Pampel 2011). Fossum (2023, 34) asserts the structural role of political 
culture and of trust in government and in fellow citizens for the health of 
democracy. That is not an optimistic constatation, as one of the biggest 
challenges mis-/disinformation and denialist stances pose is the fact that 
what seems to be at the forefront of their claims is not the policies 
themselves, which they are ostensibly concerned with. Neither is it even 
sovereignty that they are preoccupied with. Their recurring core 
assertions relate to seeding doubt, sowing uncertainty and, first and 
foremost, spreading institutional and social distrust. 
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Introduction 
The Conference on the Future of Europe (CoFoE) has been a unique 
experiment of deliberative democracy. Although it has not been without 
criticism (Czerska-Shaw et al., this volume), the CoFoE has produced an 
impressive final report that summarises the views on EU integration that 
emerged in the debate. From this final report, Fabbrini et al. (2023) derived 
three different models of EU polity: parliamentary union, 
intergovernmental union, and economic community. More generally, 
these models seem to have been common in the debate on the future of 
Europe in the last decade (Fabbrini 2015). We examine each of them, 
criticising their internal congruence. On this basis, we identify a fourth 
model – federal union – that seems less internally contradictory than the 
previous ones. In any case, the implementation of all four models in their 
pure form would imply a change (albeit differentiated) to the Treaties. Our 
test concerns the logic of the four models and not their political feasibility. 
Here, we seek to address the following question: what critical implications 
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do these four models of EU polity have for differentiation, dominance, and 
democracy? To do so, we point to the different types of differentiation 
(Fossum 2019; 2021), the threat of dominance, and the risks of democratic 
malfunctioning that each model could trigger. 

The EU as a parliamentary union 
The parliamentary union model argues that the European Parliament (EP) 
should be empowered. The EP should have the power to propose new 
legislation – a prerogative which currently only the Commission has. This 
model pushes for establishing a relationship of confidence between the 
legislature (EP) and the executive (Commission) as it occurs in 
parliamentary fusion of powers systems at the national level. According 
to the “Spitzenkandidaten” practice, the parties in the EP – and not 
national governments within the European Council – should have the 
decisive voice in the appointment of the European Commission’s 
president. This proposal is part of the attempt to establish transnational 
lists for the EP elections. 

Law-making differentiation should consist in transferring powers 
currently held by the Commission and by the (European) Council to the 
EP. In terms of functional (competence-based differentiation), the 
parliamentary union model favours the establishment of new policies and 
policy instruments at the EU level: this also includes the nationally 
sensitive realm of core state powers (Genschel & Jachtenfuchs 2016), like 
fiscal, foreign, and security policy. As becomes clear, the model implies 
that the allocation of policy competences changes in favour of the EU level 
(vertical differentiation). Although less explicit on the issue of 
differentiated integration, the parliamentary union model ultimately 
implies the creation of a centralised federal state of the EU. In such a 
polity, there would be little if no room for a scenario of territorial 
differentiation, where some member states take part in certain policies but 
not in others. 

This model has several incongruences. First, it implies that member states 
– and, specifically, their governments – would accept abdicating their 
powers in favour of an institution, the EP, which they could not control. 
Second, the model underestimates some member states’ attachment to 
their sovereignty. Particularly in the northern and eastern parts of the 
continent, several national governments want to remain in charge of 
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specific core state powers, opposing any step to provide the EU with a 
stronger fiscal or military capacity at the central level. However, the model 
takes for granted that member states share the same finalité of the 
integration process – the development of a federal state. The idea of a 
constitutional decoupling (Fabbrini 2019) is never considered. 

No less important are the implications of the parliamentary union model 
for patterns of dominance. Each member state has a degressive 
proportional number of representatives in the EP. A stronger EP would, 
therefore, grant more powers to some member states over others. Next to 
this intra-institutional pattern of dominance, an inter-institutional form of 
dominance could also materialise (Zgaga et al. forthcoming). As an 
institution representing the interests of European citizens, the EP would 
prevail over the Council and the European Council as institutions 
representing national governments. This model would bend the EU in the 
direction of a union of citizens (and not also of states). Last but not least, 
a question of democratic malfunctioning arises: which role would national 
parliaments play in the parliamentary union model? 

The EU as an intergovernmental union 
The intergovernmental union model argues that the Council and the 
European Council should be the key decision-making actors in the EU. 
The EP should be mainly consulted ex ante and informed ex post, without 
having any key voice in the decision-making process. The Commission 
should not propose new legislation, but should simply enforce the 
decisions taken by the intergovernmental institutions. Unlike the 
parliamentary union model, the intergovernmental union model 
welcomes a stronger involvement of national parliaments in the EU’s 
decision-making process. While some member states, like France and 
Germany, argue for taking decisions in the Council and in the European 
Council through qualified majority voting, others, like Hungary, Poland, 
Sweden and Denmark, push for keeping unanimity in place, thus granting 
any government a veto power. 

For the intergovernmental union model, law-making differentiation 
should consist in strengthening the Council as a legislative and the 
European Council as an executive institution in charge of the fundamental 
decisions regarding the integration process. While the EP should be 
downsized, the Commission’s role should be changed from being a 
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proponent of legislation to an executor of policies. The development of 
new policies and/or policy instruments (functional differentiation) is not 
a core aim of the intergovernmental union model. The key point is rather 
to bring almost all EU policies under the control of national governments. 
Similarly, the model does not state in advance which policies should be 
integrated and which ones should remain nationalised or become 
renationalised: the direction of vertical differentiation is determined by 
member states as the masters of the treaties. The intergovernmental union 
model accepts territorial differentiation, provided that each member state 
is left free to decide on its participation in different EU policy regimes. 

Like the parliamentary union model, the intergovernmental union model 
also has relevant incongruences. First, it underestimates the powers that 
supranational institutions have acquired over the last thirty years, 
particularly in the regulatory policies of the single market. As part of the 
ordinary legislative procedure, the EP has become a co-legislator together 
with the Council. Specifically, it has also acquired stronger powers on the 
EU budget. Similarly, the enforcement role of the Commission has been 
strengthened, up to the point that its recommendations to the Council are 
often deemed to be adopted unless the Council opposes them through 
reverse qualified majority voting (RQMV) (Zgaga 2020). The 
intergovernmental union model unrealistically assumes that governments 
could simply “pool and coordinate” their sovereignty without relying on 
the support of supranational institutions. Second, the model 
overestimates the efficiency of a strictly intergovernmental decision-
making process. On several issues, member states have divergent 
preferences, and the veto power assigned to each of them can easily cause 
a decisional deadlock. As Fabbrini et al. (2023, 4) put it, “coordination 
among national governments can generate a positive result only if the 
policy at stake doesn’t impinge on their national interests and identities”. 

What about the intergovernmental union model and dominance? 
Although formally in the intergovernmental regime all member states are 
equal, de facto this is not the case. Especially in a context of crisis, some 
powerful states can use their political influence to exercise pressure on 
others. The euro crisis with the Franco-German directoire is a good 
example. In addition, member states can veto a decision for whatever 
reason, thus holding the other national governments hostage. In 
democratic terms, therefore, intergovernmentalism can result in not only 
a tyranny of the majority but also a tyranny of the minority (Zgaga et al. 
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forthcoming). Lastly, the intergovernmental union model poses serious 
problems of democratic accountability and legitimacy: national 
governments are formed through national elections, but when they take 
decisions within (particularly) the European Council they also affect 
constituencies other than those from which they derive their legitimacy.  

The EU as an economic community 
The economic community model argues that the EU should consist mainly 
of an integrated single market. The European Council should be the key 
decision-making actor. Supranational institutions should be 
disempowered, while core state powers should be repatriated. Similarly, 
an empowerment of national parliaments corresponds to a 
disempowerment of the EP. The Commission should be marginalised. The 
centrality for the protection of national interests is epitomised by the 
unanimity vote in the European Council. 

Unlike the intergovernmental union model, the economic community 
model conceives law-making differentiation as the goal of strengthening 
the European Council only. No new policies should be integrated unless 
strictly necessary (functional differentiation). Vertical differentiation 
clearly points towards the re-domestication of most EU policies. In terms 
of territorial differentiation, this model does not have a clear prescription: 
member states are free to do what they prefer. Yet the single market is seen 
as a basis to which all member states could in principle agree because it 
does not impinge upon their sovereignty.  

How congruent is this model? On the one hand, it is unrealistic because it 
underestimates the role of supranational institutions in creating and 
preserving the European single market. Its logic appears to be congruent 
with a free-trade area, and not with an integrated market. On the other 
hand, the European Council might be able to make fundamental decisions 
on the course of integration, but it is unable to effectively deal with daily 
EU policies. Moreover, it needs the Commission to enforce its decisions. 
In addition, it is not clear how national parliaments could more effectively 
participate in the EU decision-making process.  

Regarding dominance and democracy, the economic community model 
faces similar risks to the intergovernmental union model: the imposition 
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of some member states over others and the impossibility of national 
constituencies holding the European Council to account.  

The EU as a federal union 
Although it did not emerge from the CoFoE debate, a fourth model might 
be devised from it. We call this the federal union model. It is based upon 
a compromise: on the one hand, core state powers (where positive 
externalities can be created in military, security, and fiscal policy) should 
be transferred to Brussels, while some of the centralised single market 
policies (where member states could be more effective in their control 
without jeopardising the integrity of the single market) should go back to 
national capitals. Hence, selective integration would co-exist with 
selective repatriation grounded on the principle of subsidiarity (or 
alternatively, constitutional division of competences). Institutionally, the 
model does not argue for the centrality of either supranational (like the 
parliamentary union model) or intergovernmental (like the 
intergovernmental and the economic community model) institutions. 
Rather, a system of checks and balances should constitute the only 
effective (or less ineffective) way for taking decisions in a union of 
asymmetrical states and nationally differentiated citizens (Fabbrini et al. 
2023). This would represent a compromise between institutions 
representing European and national interests. 

In terms of law-making differentiation, the federal union model argues for 
the empowerment of both executive and legislative institutions, albeit 
with different pre-eminences, where pre-eminence in specific policies is 
possible yet without any predominance of one institution over the other 
or even full exclusion, for instance of the EP, from the decision-making 
process. As for functional differentiation, the choice for more/fewer 
policies to be integrated is answered on a case-by-case basis grounded on 
efficiency criteria: new policies from the member states to the EU if this is 
associated with the creation of European public goods or the adoption of 
countercyclical policies in times of crisis; new policies from the EU back 
to the member states if the subsidiarity principle so suggests (functional 
differentiation). The same logic applies to the general competence 
allocation between the EU and the member states (vertical differentiation). 
Lastly, the federal union model allows for territorial differentiation: those 
member states that are willing to advance in the integration process 
should be allowed to do so; those which do not want to should not be 
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forced to advance. It accommodates constitutional decoupling as a basic 
democratic right at the disposal of a member state (Fabbrini 2019). Forms 
of coordination between more or less integrationist member states should 
be found. The federal union model is less exposed to patterns of 
dominance than the other models. The main reason is that supranational 
and intergovernmental institutions would operate on an equal footing. In 
democratic terms, the system of checks and balances prevents anti-
majoritarian drifts, within and between the institutions. 

Conclusion 
From the final CoFoE report, three main models of EU polity can be 
identified: parliamentary union, intergovernmental union, and economic 
community. Each of them employs a different approach to the question of 
differentiation in its four main configurations (law making, functional, 
vertical, and territorial). This short contribution has shown that each 
model has negative implications for dominance and democracy in the EU.  

In light of this, we have outlined a fourth model, namely the federal union 
model. Unlike the previous ones, this model appears better suited for 
balancing the representation of European and national interests in the EU. 
When arguing for differentiation, the model does not have a mutually 
exclusive approach: no institution should be empowered to be dominant 
over the others (law-making differentiation); the claim is not necessarily 
in favour of either more or fewer policies to be integrated (functional 
differentiation); the allocation of competences does not have an either-or 
approach (integration vs repatriation, vertical differentiation); and the 
model does not argue only for uniform integration or for differentiated 
integration (territorial differentiation). 

The federal union model is compromise-based. Since it aims to balance 
different interests, it is less exposed to patterns of dominance and/or to 
democratic malfunctioning compared to the other models.  
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