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does identity politics shape the course of European
integration?
Theresa Kuhn
Department of Political Science, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
ABSTRACT

In the early days of European integration, identity politics played a marginal role
in what was an isolated, elite-driven, and unpoliticised integration process.
Things have changed dramatically, however. European integration has
entered the area of mass politics, and against the backdrop of the recent
crises and the Brexit referendum, people’s self-understanding as (also)
European or exclusively national has the potential to determine the speed
and direction of European integration. This development is also reﬂected in
theory building. While neo-functionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism
paid little attention to public opinion, the conﬂict between collective
identities and functionality is at the heart of postfunctionalist theory. This
article assesses the use value of these grand theories of European integration
for understanding identity politics in the European Union, and embeds them
in a wider discussion of scholarly research on the causes and consequences of
European identity.
KEYWORDS Neofunctionalism; intergovernmentalism; postfunctionalism; transactionalism; collective

identities; politicization

Introduction
It is as impracticable as it is unnecessary to have recourse to general public
opinion and attitude surveys, or even to surveys of speciﬁc interested groups,
such as business and labour. It suﬃces to single out and deﬁne the political
elites in the participating countries, to study their reactions to integration and
to assess changes in attitude on their part. Ernst Haas (1958: 17)

Today, sixty years after the publication of The Uniting of Europe, Ernst Haas’
remarks about the irrelevance of public opinion for European integration
could not be less true. Recent events such as Brexit or the French and
Dutch referendums on the European constitution highlight the inﬂuence
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that ordinary citizens can have on European integration. As the European
Union (EU) has moved beyond market integration and increasingly resembles
domestic political systems with competences that traditionally deﬁne the
essence of the state (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2016), it also has entered
the arena of mass politics (De Wilde and Zürn 2012). The public has reasserted
itself as an important factor in European politics, and it is widely accepted that
the ‘permissive consensus’ of the European public has given way to a ‘constraining dissensus’ (Hooghe and Marks 2009: 5). Rather than following a
purely utilitarian logic, this dissensus is strongly inﬂuenced by a conﬂict
over collective identities. To be sure, European policy makers still manage
to push European integration further also under highly politicized circumstances (Börzel and Risse 2018; Schimmelfennig 2014), even if this means
that some opt out either partially or completely.
This article argues that citizens’ collective identities have become increasingly relevant for European integration, and that three interrelated developments can help explain the increase of identity politics in the EU: (1) the
move from technocratic, isolated decision making into the arena of mass politics which gives less weight to rational interest-seeking considerations; (2) the
encroachment of European integration into policy areas of core state powers
that are more closely linked to questions of solidarity and national sovereignty; (3) the increased participation of European citizens in transnational
interactions and their exposure to European socialization in an unequal and
socially stratiﬁed manner.
What purchase do theories of European integration – grand and middle
range – have to help us understand identity politics in the EU today, and to
what extent do they shed light on the three developments sketched above?
This article re-engages three grand theories of European integration – neofunctionalism, intergovernmentalism, and postfunctionalism (Hooghe and
Marks 2019) by discussing their perspectives on identity politics in the EU.
In contrast to postfunctionalism, ‘intergovernmentalists and neofunctionalists fail to address the demos question head on’ (Cederman 2001: 140).
There has been important research on European identity beyond the
grand theories, and to understand identity politics in the EU, one needs
to embed the perspectives of the grand theories into a wider scholarly discussion on collective identity and political conﬂict. Therefore, this paper also
draws on other important research such as transactionalism (Deutsch et al.
1957).
The chief take-away is that neofunctionalism and postfunctionalism see
the potential for European identity formation, while intergovernmentalism
does not, and that postfunctionalism and neofunctionalism have diﬀering
views on whether collective identities are mobilized for or against European integration. The article concludes that postfunctionalism is most
useful to understand identity politics in the EU, and that future research
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should consider when and how collective identities turn against further
integration.

Deﬁning collective identity
The concept of collective identity entered European integration studies relatively late. The few early authors who addressed collective identity among
mass publics, such as Deutsch (Deutsch et al. 1957; Deutsch 1969), Inglehart
(1970), or Lindberg and Scheingold (1970) used terms such as ‘we-feeling’,
‘community’, or ‘loyalty’ to describe phenomena that today would be labelled
as collective identity.1 Also for this reason it is important to clarify what we
mean by collective identity.
Collective identities refer to ‘social identities that are based on large and
potentially important group diﬀerences, e.g., those deﬁned by gender, social
class, age or ethnicity’ (Kohli 2000: 117). Individuals hold multiple identities
rather than a single identity, relating to diﬀerent group memberships and
social positions (Risse 2010; Steenvoorden and Wright 2018). They can be
competing, complementary, or reinforcing. Diéz Medrano and Gutiérrez
(2001) speak of identities being ‘nested’, while Risse (2005: 296) refers to
‘marble cake’ identities that partly overlap. Precisely how collective identities
relate to each other varies across individuals and is context-dependent and
situational (Cram 2012). Identities can be stimulated for example, by
symbols and deliberation (Di Mauro and Fiket 2017). For some, being
Greek and being European might be generally highly compatible, but
might have been perceived as conﬂicting in the light of the sovereign
debt crisis.
Identity is often juxtaposed to interest as two alternative motivations for
social behaviour. While this is analytically useful, identities and (perception
of) interest often go hand in hand. Common or opposing interest can
inﬂuence one’s perceptions of group membership (Risse et al. 1999),
whereas ‘who we are inﬂuences what we want’ (Abdelal et al. 2006: 698).
What is more, a common identity is often invoked strategically to legitimise
collective action and pursuit of interest.
European identity and support for European integration are closely
related but not the same thing. Citizen orientations towards European
integration have various dimensions (Boomgarden et al. 2011; Stoeckel
2013). It is perfectly possible that a citizen feels attached to Europe and
considers herself as European, but is nonetheless critical of the direction
that European integration is taking or its policy output. However, empirical research suggests that European identity and support for European
integration have become increasingly correlated. While earlier research
on EU support mainly explained it as a question of utilitarian costbeneﬁt calculations (Gabel 1998), more recent studies highlight the

1216

T. KUHN

important role of collective identities in structuring support for European
integration (Citrin and Sides 2004; Hooghe and Marks 2005; but see
Hobolt and Wratil 2015).

Revisiting grand theories of integration
The following sections revisit neofunctionalism, intergovernmentalism and
postfunctionalism to assess if and how these grand theories of integration
can help understand identity politics in the EU. Collective identities can be
studied from a top-down perspective – how are identities constructed and
formed by political elites, the mass media, and institutions. They can also
be studied bottom-up – how do citizens perceive themselves, how attached
do they feel to a community, etc. This article takes the latter approach and
aims at answering the following questions: (1) To what extent do the grand
theories of European integration ﬁnd public opinion and collective identity
of citizens at all relevant? (2) Do they predict a positive or negative trend in
public orientations towards European integration? (3) Is a collective European
identity (or lack thereof) understood as a cause of integration, or is it merely
seen as the end product of European integration?
There is not always a single answer to these questions. As Hooghe and
Marks (2019: 1) observe, the grand theories should be more seen as schools
that are ‘ﬂexible bodies of thought that resist decisive falsiﬁcation’. They
engage a variety of scholars with partly diverging lines of enquiry and conclusions. This makes it diﬃcult to pin down a single line of argument for
each theory, and I therefore highlight diverging perspectives on these
questions.

Neo-functionalism: How to make ‘Europe without Europeans’2
Early neofunctionalism (Haas 1958) identiﬁes three main drivers of European
integration: Regional elites in search of eﬃcient government, transnational
interest groups in search of better representation of their interest, and the
unintended consequences, or ‘spillover’ that propel regional institutions
into even further integration: What starts out as a rational response to functional pressures to integrate, soon creates unintended consequences
towards even more integration (Haas 1970: 627).
Neofunctionalism gives little room for ordinary citizens to inﬂuence
European integration. And in fact, as the quote introducing this paper
underlines, in The Uniting of Europe, Haas paid little attention to public
opinion, although he was well aware of public criticism of European integration that today would be termed Eurosceptic (Haas 1958: 18).
However, Haas deemed it justiﬁable to ignore such scepticism for two
reasons. First, he argued that the public was simply ignorant and lacked
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understanding of European integration. Second, given the bureaucratic
nature of European integration, decision makers were shielded from
public scrutiny and therefore public opinion simply did not matter for integration (Haas 1958: 17–18).
In later revisions of neofunctionalist theory, Haas (1970), Schmitter (1969),
and Lindberg and Scheingold (1970) paid closer attention to public opinion
(for a review, see Sinnott 1995). Lindberg and Scheingold (1970) were more
interested in the attitudes of citizens than of elites because they took proEuropean attitudes among European policy makers for granted, but saw
potential for scepticism among citizens (Lindberg and Scheingold 1970: 26).
Their descriptive analyses of several sources of public opinion data ranging
from the 1950s to the late 1960s suggested that both system support and,
to a lesser extent, collective identity were increasing. This observation made
them conﬁdent that there was a ‘permissive consensus’ of the public for
further integration (Lindberg and Scheingold 1970: 62).
Neofunctionalist authors oﬀered diverging perspectives if and how European integration could become a controversial political issue. In Beyond the
Nation State, Haas argues that the fourth (and ﬁnal) stage of integration
towards a federal state may be facing a nationalist backlash (Haas 2008).
Lindberg and Scheingold (1970) presented two opposite scenarios for the
future: In the ﬁrst one, further integration and development of European
support would go hand in hand. In the second scenario, there would be a
‘trend towards radical politics based on sharp social cleavage and entailing
mobilization of mass publics’ (Lindberg and Scheingold 1970: 251), and
increasing support could not be taken for granted. However, they concluded
that under conditions of economic growth and the expansion of middle-class
values to the working class, the ﬁrst scenario was much more likely and policy
makers could continue to count on this consensus in the future (Lindberg and
Scheingold 1970: 274–278).
Schmitter (1969) accounted for the possibility that European integration
might become a controversial issue and that public opinion might play a decisive role in the integration process. However, in a more recent contribution,
Schmitter (2009) argued that neofunctionalists did not foresee negative politicization: ‘What was not predicted was that this mobilization would threaten
rather than promote the integration process. In the neo-functionalist scenario,
mass publics would be aroused to protect the acquis communautaire against
the resistance of entrenched national political elites determined to perpetuate
their status as guarantors of sovereignty’ (Schmitter 2009: 211; italics in original).
It is a diﬀerent question to what extent these authors expected a European
collective identity to develop, and whether this development was seen primarily as a trigger for further integration or as the consequence of integration.
While identity played a minor role in Haas’ theory (Checkel and Katzenstein
2009: 5), the introductory chapter of The Uniting of Europe suggests that
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Haas saw political community as a result of successful integration. According
to Haas (1958: 5) ‘[a] political community … is a condition in which speciﬁc
groups and individuals show more loyalty to their central political institutions
than to any other political authority’, and the process of political integration
should lead to such loyalty – and ultimately community – at the central
level. Schmitter used almost the same words when he wrote, ‘There will be
a shift in actor expectations and loyalty toward the new regional center’
(Schmitter 1969: 166, cited by Hooghe and Marks 2009).
In the neofunctionalist framework, national identities among the public are
not per se an obstacle to European integration. Haas (1958: 14) discussed the
possibility of individuals holding both a European and a national identity,
either because they do not conﬂict with one another or because people are
able to ignore these contradictions. Moreover, Haas strongly believed in the
power of interests prevailing over the irrationality of identity: ‘The alleged primordial force of nationalism will be trumped by the utilitarian-instrumental
human desire to better oneself in life, materially and in terms of status, as
well as normative satisfaction’ (Haas 2004 as cited in Ruggie et al. 2005: 276).
To summarize, neofunctionalism paid little attention to public opinion and
collective identity. Politicization, if taking place at all, was predominantly
expected to mobilize in favour or European integration. Neofunctionalist
scholars did not see identity politics to become a serious concern to European
integration.

Intergovernmentalism: national leaders constrained by national
consciousness
The pessimistic reply to the ‘new Jerusalem’3 of neofunctionalism came from
Stanley Hoﬀmann (1966). In the wake of the French veto and the ‘Empty
chair crisis’, Hoﬀmann argued that the European nation states would
remain the most important, if not only, actors in the international arena.
Intergovernmentalism rejects the notion of a self-perpetuating integration
process and sees European integration as a result of rational and calculated
bargaining among national governments that weigh the costs and beneﬁts
of cooperation in the light of their national interest. States are willing to delegate power in areas of ‘low politics’ such as economic cooperation, but are
reluctant to give up sovereignty in ‘high politics’ that is more closely linked
to national sovereignty. While Hoﬀmann is the main representative of Classical intergovernmentalism (CI), Moravcsik (1998) coined Liberal Intergovernmentalism (LI). Moravcsik focused on the grand treaty negotiations
and economic interests, and presented European integration reﬂecting the
lowest common denominator among independent states based on their
national preference formation, intergovernmental bargaining and credible
commitments.
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While emphasizing national interest and national governments rather than
regional organizations, intergovernmentalism has an equally strong focus on
political elites as neofunctionalism and does not integrate mass politics into
its framework. Nonetheless, there is some room for incorporating public
opinion into the intergovernmentalist thinking (Sinnott 1995). Intergovernmentalism has an implicit understanding of public opinion in the preferences
of nation states. As Hobolt and Wratil (2015: 239) note, from a LI perspective,
domestic interests shaping national preferences in the two-level game of
European politics ‘could potentially provide a role for public opinion, assuming that EU matters are suﬃciently salient to inﬂuence the electoral incentives
of national politicians’. Domestic public opinion constrains the decisional
space available for national politicians when engaged in EU-level bargains
(Schneider and Slantchev 2018). Nonetheless, it remains unclear how
exactly the link between national leaders and voters is established beyond
the inﬂuence of domestic economic groups (Moravcsik 1998).
While intergovernmentalists do not address politicization as such, two
elements of CI can contribute to explaining and predicting increasing controversy
and political salience of European integration. The ﬁrst one relates to the distinction between high and low politics (Hoﬀmann 1966). This, together with the resilience of national identities (see next section), provides ample ground for conﬂict
when European integration is turning towards policy ﬁelds of high politics.
For a theory that assumes rational actors, CI has surprisingly much to say
about national identities. In contrast, LI does not address collective identities
explicitly but sees them as closely linked to the nation state (Cederman 2001).
According to CI, national identities are very persistent to change and represent a major obstacle to European integration. Hoﬀmann distinguishes
between (1) national consciousness, (2) national situation, and (3) nationalism.
‘Whereas national consciousness is a feeling, and the national situation a condition, nationalism is a doctrine … that gives to the nation in world aﬀairs
absolute value and top priority’ (Hoﬀmann 1966: 868). The interplay
between these three factors provides the framework for foreign policy
within which political leaders can act. In other words, national leaders are constrained by national identity and the legacy of the nation state.
In intergovernmentalism, a perspective for a European identity seems to be
out of sight. CI and LI scholars see national identities as wedded to the nation
state (Börzel and Risse 2018; Cederman 2001). Hoﬀmann laments the absence
of a European identity in his essay Europe’s identity crisis (1964) and conﬁrms
this absence thirty years later (Hoﬀmann 1994) when he writes that European
member states are still too diverse and too divided to be united, and that a
push in that direction could only come from daring political leaders, who
are absent (Hoﬀmann 1994: 21).
But are national identities fully preventing European integration? According to Sinnott (1995) Hoﬀmann, was misunderstood. Hoﬀmann did not
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postulate that integration could not happen, but rather argued that it was
‘contingent to a remarkable extent on developments in political culture and
public opinion’ (Sinnott 1995: 19). And indeed, Hoﬀmann does not rule out
the combination of national identities and support for integration: ‘One
cannot even posit that a strong national consciousness will be an obstacle
for movements of uniﬁcation, for it is perfectly conceivable that a nation convinces itself that its “cohesion and distinctiveness” will be best preserved in a
larger entity’ (Hoﬀmann 1966: 867–868).
To summarize, both strands of intergovermentalism incorporate public
opinion only indirectly and do not see the potential for politicization of collective identities to bring European integration to a halt or even disintegration.
While CI addresses questions of collective identity, it does so mainly at the
level of elites, and sees national identities as a constraint to geopolitics. CI
does not see real potential for European identity formation. While
Hoﬀmann’s distinction into high and low politics has rightly been criticized
for its arbitrary classiﬁcation, it might be a useful lens through which one
could see current conﬂicts about the integration of core state powers (Genschel and Jachtenfuchs 2016).

Postfunctionalism: eﬃciency vs identity
Hooghe and Marks (2009) present a postfunctionalist theory of European integration to make sense of new developments in European politics that can
neither be explained by neo-functionalism nor by intergovernmentalism.
They argue that while regional integration might be triggered by a ‘mismatch
between eﬃciency and the existing structure of authority’ (Hooghe and Marks
2009: 2), the outcome is a result of political conﬂict around collective identities
rather than reﬂecting eﬃciency.
According to Hooghe and Marks, since the Maastricht Treaty it has been
appropriate to speak of a ‘constraining dissensus’ of the European public.
European integration has become a highly politicized issue, and policy
makers today cannot ignore public opinion. This development is due to the
growing salience of EU issues as European integration has increasingly tangible consequences on people’s everyday lives. Moreover, ‘[w]ith the Maastricht
Accord of 1991, decision making on European integration entered the contentious world of party competition, elections and referendums’ (Hooghe and
Marks 2009: 7). In a quest for democratic legitimacy, EU policy makers
opened a once isolated decision-making process to public scrutiny. European
citizens were given the opportunity to voice their criticism in national and
European elections and referendums, and their representatives in the European parliament were increasingly on equal foot with the council of the EU.
Consequently, politicization has changed the content and process of political
decision making in the EU (Hooghe and Marks 2009: 8).
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This new political conﬂict around European integration does not follow the
logic of a left-right divide, but rather along a non-economic dimension,
ranging from green/alternative/libertarian to traditionalism/authority/nationalism (Hooghe and Marks 2009: 16; Hooghe and Marks 2018). Hooghe and
Marks argue that whether individuals see themselves as belonging exclusively
to a national community or (also) as Europeans is at the heart of this divide.
This conﬂict about European integration, and relatedly, immigration, increasingly structures European and domestic politics in general. Therefore, European integration can be seen as a critical juncture (Bartolini 2005) that has
given rise to a new cleavage that has been called transnational (Hooghe
and Marks 2018), integration – demarcation (Kriesi et al. 2008), or nomadic
vs standing (Bartolini 2005).
From the postfunctionalist perspective, the emergence of a European identity among the masses is possible and not necessarily detrimental to national
identities (Hooghe and Marks 2009). However, Hooghe and Marks (2009)
contend that collective identities are very stable and a shift from exclusively
national to European identities happens at a much slower pace than European
institution building. Referring to survey data up to 2009, they conclude that
‘there is no evidence of an aggregate shift towards less exclusive national
identities since the early 1990s … . Until generational change kicks in,
Europe is faced with a tension between rapid jurisdictional change and relatively stable identities’ (Hooghe and Marks 2009: 12–13).
To summarize, postfunctionalism emphasizes the politicization of exclusive national identities that constrains the process and content of European
integration. The improvement of channels of democratic representation and
the increasing involvement of EU decision makers in areas of core state
powers have raised the political salience of European integration and have
linked it more closely to collective identity. While a mass European identity
is possible, its construction is much slower than the European institution
building.

The stratiﬁcation of European experiences
While Hooghe and Marks contend that only generational replacement will
give rise to more inclusive identities, more recent Eurobarometer survey
data on individual identiﬁcation as European, does suggest that the share
of ‘exclusive nationalists’ has been slowly decreasing over the past few
years. Figure 1 presents the share of citizens of the EU-12 who see themselves
as only national, (also) European, or only European from 1992 until 2017.
Figure 1 shows that while the Europeans who see themselves as ‘only’ or ‘primarily’ European remain outliers, over 50 percent of the European population
sees themselves as national, but also European. While this survey item has
been criticized for being too context dependent (Bruter 2008) and for
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Figure 1. Proportions of national and European identiﬁcation. Notes: Mannheim Trend
File (1992–2002) and Eurobarometer waves 58.1, 59.1, 60.1, 61.0, 62.0, 62.2, 63.4, 64.2,
65.1, 65.2, 66.1, 67.2, 68.1, 69.2, 70.1, 71.1, 71.3, 72.4, 73.4, 75.3, 77.4, 79.5, 82.4, 84.1,
86.1, 87.1, 88.1. Countries include EU-12.

pushing respondents to think of themselves as either European or national, it
is the only item that has been asked over a long time series.4
The decrease of ‘exclusive nationals’ in Figure 1 begs the question why we
see an identitarian backlash against European integration now: Why is this
decreasing share of exclusive nationals becoming increasingly vocal and inﬂuential? To make sense of this apparent paradox, it is useful to re-engage transactionalism (Deutsch et al. 1957; Deutsch 1969) and to consider the unequal
and stratiﬁed involvement of European citizens in transnational interactions
(Fligstein 2008; Kuhn 2015) – in other words, their unequal socialization as
Europeans.
Deutsch and his colleagues (Deutsch et al. 1957) suggested to establish
‘security communities’ where states would be interdependent to such an
extent that waging war against each other would not be perceived as a
viable option. States should provide an infrastructure for regular, predictable, and institutionalized cross-border interactions among ordinary citizens that includes a wide scope of activities, such as trade, marriages,
scientiﬁc cooperation, and mass media consumption. These interactions
would in turn nurture a common ‘we feeling’ among the elites and
the general population (for a review of transactionalist theory, see Kuhn
2015).
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Intra-European border removal and the establishment of common European policies have indeed facilitated cross-border interactions among European citizens (Recchi and Favell 2009), and empirical research shows that
transnational interactions have become increasingly frequent over the past
decades (Kuhn 2015).
However, there are great disparities in the extent to which Europeans
engage in cross-border interactions. Only a minority of Europeans experience
European integration through frequent interactions and mobility. The
majority of Europeans sporadically interacts across borders, while some
remain almost exclusively in the realm of their nation-state (Fligstein 2008;
Kuhn 2015). For example, Eurobarometer survey data shows that in 2006,
only 7 per cent of all EU citizens had ever lived in another EU member
state, more than half of the EU population had not socialized at all with EU
foreigners in the preceding year and in 2007, 66 per cent of Europeans had
only national friends (Kuhn 2015: 79–82).
Importantly, the extent to which Europeans engage in transnational interactions is socially stratiﬁed. Europeans with higher levels of education and
high-status occupations tend to be signiﬁcantly more transnational than the
rest of the population. Research on European identity among exchange students suggests strong self-selection and ceiling eﬀects: students who
decide to embark on an international exchange are more pro-European
than their peers even before they go abroad (Wilson 2011), and their international experience has only limited impact on European identity formation
(Stoeckel 2016). This development is reinforced by intergenerational transmission and selection eﬀects: Parental attitudes on European integration
inﬂuence the attitudes of their children (Kuhn et al. 2017). Parental socioeconomic background inﬂuences the extent to which school children are
transnationally active (Kuhn 2016), and children of well-oﬀ, cosmopolitan
parents self-select into higher education where they are exposed to liberal
and cosmopolitan ideas (Kuhn et al. 2017).
Deutsch acknowledged such a possibility of stratiﬁcation by referring to a
layer cake of interactions, with the ‘top layers of society’ being highly integrated, the medium levels less so, and the majority of the population not at
all (Deutsch 1953: 170).5 What Deutsch might have underestimated is the
potential of political conﬂict (Checkel and Katzenstein 2009: 6, Kuhn 2015).
Whereas Deutsch acknowledged that European integration had come to a
halt in the wake of ‘eurosclerosis’, he was very optimistic about younger generations of political leaders being socialized in a Europeanized society and
pushing for further integration in the future (Deutsch 1969: 34–35). While
Deutsch predominantly emphasized the positive consequences of increased
cross-border interaction (Deutsch 1953), they can trigger backlash against
European integration, and more generally, globalization (Kuhn 2015),
among those who do not participate themselves. These people may feel
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overwhelmed and disoriented by the transnationalization of their realm. This
is especially the case in the wake of political controversies about labour
migration and ‘beneﬁt tourism’ (Damay and Mercenier 2016). In fact, opposition to free movement is prominent among economically vulnerable citizens
of rich member states (Vasilopoulou and Talving 2018), and was an important
motivation to vote ‘leave’ in the Brexit referendum (Hobolt 2016). Hence,
transnational interactions and mobility seems to contribute in itself to a
further divide between the ‘Europeans’ and the ‘nationals’.

Grand theories and identity politics in the twenty-ﬁrst century
The recent crises have provided a test bed to compare the explanatory power
of diﬀerent theories. Börzel and Risse (2018) argue that postfunctionalism
helps us make sense of the Schengen crisis where policy makers could not
engage in eﬃcient problem solving due to their fear of a public backlash. In
contrast, it cannot explain increasing integration in the crisis of the European
Monetary Union (EMU), a pattern which ﬁts better neofunctionalist and intergovernmentalist accounts. Similarly, Schimmelfennig (2014) argues that the
EMU crisis would have been a most likely case of eﬀective constraining dissensus, but European policy makers were still able to push European technocratic
integration further by involving an even more isolated institution, the International Monetary Fund. Nonetheless, policy makers have so far steered
clear from true risk sharing and redistribution in the form of, for example,
European unemployment beneﬁts. Nicoli (2018) tests whether crises lead to
public support for further integration (in line with neofunctionalism) or
rather result in weaker preferences for integration (conﬁrming postfunctionalist expectations). The ﬁndings are mixed: while crises seem indeed to open
‘windows of opportunity for further integration, there is a clear country
divide on the kind of integration’ (Nicoli 2018: 26).
The Brexit referendum, in turn, is an obvious example of an eﬀective constraining dissensus of the public and identity politics which, in this case, is not
only slowing down European integration, but leads to disintegration, and
challenges LI expectations. According to Schimmelfennig (2018: 1592) ‘[a]s
Brexit is about commercial policy, aﬀects intense and well-organized interests,
and is predicted to produce negative eﬀects with high certainty, British preferences contradict LI on its home turf’. Moreover, in pursuing a ‘hard Brexit’, i.e.,
to leave the customs union and the single market, the British government did
not follow the preferences of business interests, which would have been
expected by LI (Schimmelfennig 2018).
Supporting postfunctionalism, data from the British Elections Study (Fieldhouse et al. 2016) show that remain and leave voters had diﬀerent constellations
of collective identity: Feelings of Europeanness were signiﬁcantly higher among
remain voters (4.99 on a scale ranging from 0 to 10, standard error 0.01) than
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Figure 2. Mean feelings of Englishness, Scottishness and Welshness among remain and
leave voters. Notes: British Election Survey (Fieldhouse et al. 2016). Bars refer to mean
feelings of Englishness among respondents in England, mean feelings of Scottishness
among respondents in Scotland, and mean feelings of Welshness among respondents
in Wales, on a scale ranging from 0 to 10.

among leave voters (2.5 with standard error 0.01). Figure 2 shows that feelings of
national identity among English, Scottish and Welsh voters played out diﬀerently in the referendum. While feelings of Englishness were highest among
English leave voters, remain voters in Scotland had higher feelings of Scottishness than leave voters. There was no signiﬁcant diﬀerence in Welsh identity
among Welsh voters. These diﬀerences suggest that English voters see national
identity and EU membership as conﬂicting, whereas Welsh and Scottish voters
do not. However, while the leave campaign emphasized questions of national
sovereignty and immigration, the remain campaign highlighted economic
cost-beneﬁt considerations of EU membership, which in hindsight might help
explain why it failed to mobilize more voters.
Important pieces of the puzzle of current European mass politics can be
found in all grand theories of integration: Neo-functionalists saw the potential
for an increasing politicization, albeit predominantly in favour of further integration. CI scholars were right in highlighting the diﬀerence between low politics, where sovereignty is readily granted to supranational institutions, and
high politics, which policy makers and the public seek to carefully guard
against external inﬂuences (Hoﬀmann 1966: 908). Moreover, CI can better
explain the current opposition against European integration than neo-functionalism because it is conscious of the power of persistent national identities
that cannot easily be wiped out by integration projects. In contrast, LI does not
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help us in understanding identity politics in European integration. As Kleine
and Pollak (2018: 1497) observe, ‘growing empirical evidence on identitybased, anti-EU mobilization suggests, at the very least, the omission of an
important variable in LI’s theory of preference formation’.
CI was too pessimistic as it did not foresee that an important portion of the
European public does identify as (also) European (Risse 2010), and supports
European integration even in areas of high politics, such as redistribution. In
line with postfunctionalism, individuals who identify as Europeans and who
feel attached to Europe are signiﬁcantly more likely to share resources with
other Europeans, and they are also more supportive of bailing out other
member states in dire economic situations (Kuhn et al. 2018). Verhaegen
(2018) ﬁnds that public support for international bailouts in the wake of the
sovereign debt crisis is a matter of collective identity.
A central contribution of postfunctionalism is that it has brought conﬂictual
mass politics into scholarly discussions on European integration. Earlier
research found public opinion irrelevant, as Haas’ quotation at the outset of
this article underlines. Others, such as transactionalism, focused on ordinary
citizens but did not fully explore the potential for political conﬂict. In turn,
even while politicization is (still) dominated by Eurosceptic voters and rightwing populist parties, neofunctionalists were not entirely wrong in predicting
politicization in favour of European integration. Grassroots movements such
as ‘The Pulse of Europe’ show that some citizens are willing to become
active in favour of European integration. In several pivotal elections that
were often framed as a choice between nationalism and cosmopolitanism
(De Vries 2018), we also saw mobilization of voters on the cosmopolitan
end, such as in the French presidential election of Emmanuel Macron vs
Marine Le Pen 2017. Amid Brexit and rising populism across Europe, it
seems that ‘the Europeans’ are ﬁnally coming out of the closet and mobilize
in favour of European integration.
To conclude, neo-functionalism and both classical and liberal intergovernmentalism have underestimated the disruptive potential of identity politics in
European integration. While both approaches account for the possibility of
deadlock in the integration process, they do not address the potential of disintegration. This is due to their focus on elites rather than mass politics, and
due to their emphasis on rational, interest-seeking actors who are not easily
swayed by feelings of national identity. In contrast, postfunctionalism
addresses identity politics and the conﬂict between functional pressures to
integrate and collective identities heads-on. It is therefore well equipped to
provide explanations for disintegrative developments in European politics.
This being said, even in times of constraining dissensus, policy makers still
manage to push European integration further. Hence, future research
should investigate under which conditions politicization turns in favour or
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against further European integration, and under which conditions public
opinion succeeds in inﬂuencing policy making.

Notes
1. There are exceptions, such as Hoﬀmann’s ‘Europe’s identity crisis’ and Inglehart
(1970).
2. Schmitter (2005: 258).
3. ‘The nation-state is still here, and the new Jerusalem has been postponed
because the nations in Western Europe have not been able to stop time and
to fragment space’ (Hoﬀmann 1966: 863).
4. Further research is necessary to interpret these results. Cram (2012) argues that
much of European identity is subconscious, and qualitative focus groups (White
2009) suggest that European citizens do not refer to a European collective if they
are not prompted to do so by survey questions.
5. Deutsch devised this model in the context of historical nation building, but it
seems fair to assume that he expected similar patterns for European integration.
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