
Re-imagining Europe and its Union: 
Conceptualizing Europe’s multiple 

spaces and their government 
 

Key-note: 11th Jyväskylä symposium on 
Political Thought and Conceptual Change 

Caitríona Carter  

ETBX, Irstea  

Centre de Bordeaux 
 

caitriona.carter@irstea.fr 



Aims of the presentation 

Present the arguments made in a collective 
book  

Governing Europe’s Spaces: European Union Re-Imagined, 
Edited by Caitríona Carter and Martin Lawn, MUP, 2015. 

 
Why this book? 

 scholars from different disciplines coming 

together at Edinburgh University 

 

 Mismatch between current accounts of  

the EU (EU studies) and our empirical data 

 

 This in the light of changing European 
governing practices more generally 

 

Over time came to articulate the ‘problem’ and propose an 
alternative 

 

 

 

 



Organisation of the 
presentation 

 

First, elaborate the arguments outlined in 

the book which make the case for re-

imagining Europe and its Union 

 

Second, illustrate how ‘politicisation’, 

‘parliamentarisation’ and 

‘democratisation’ were addressed from 

this re-imagined perspective 



Main arguments in the 
book 

Two key questions: 

 

What do we imagine when we 
imagine Europe and its Union? 

 

To what extent is our imagination of 
the EU shaped by un-acknowledged 
assumptions about what Europe 
really is? 

 



Main arguments in the 
book 

Does our conception of Europe and the EU come 
from social and political science ? 
 

 

Social and political science has certain 
responsibilities when it comes to generating 
images of Europe 

 - less metaphorical and grounded in cumulative 
knowledge 
 

 

? 
 

 



Main arguments in the book 

Different political theories of European 

integration have given rise to different 

images of the EU 
E.g., 

• Neo-functionalism = EU as a snowballing elite-driven 

process creating a federal state 

• Inter-governmentalism = EU as a Union of States 

 

 

• Multi-level governance = EU as a multi-level polity 

leading to a Europe of the Regions 

• Critical social theory = Europe as multiplying borderlands  

 



Main arguments in the book 

Appears as if many ways to imagine the EU 

 

But differences notwithstanding, collectively these visions 
have tended towards imagining Europe as an object – an 
entity of one sort or anotherr 

 

 Theoretical clashes over which ‘type’ of Europe is 
correct 
o intergovernmentalist/supranationalist divide dominated EU studies for many 

years 

 

“Most theorising on integration endorses either the 
following statement or the opposite:  

the distribution of preferences and the conduct of bargaining among the 
governments of member-states broadly explain the nature, pace and scope of 
integration, and neither supranational organization nor transnational actors 
generate political processes or outcomes of seminal importance” (Sandholtz and 
Stone Sweet 1998: 3). 

 



Main arguments in the book 

Argument in the book is that these debates are hiding a 
deeper divide – an ‘ontological divide’ (Kauppi 2010) 

 

Ontology = our respective vision of the world and how it 
works 

‘an ontology consists of premises about the deep causal structures of the world’ 
(Hall, 2003: 374) 

‘what’s out there to know about [this Europe and its Union]?’ (Hay, 2006: 85) 

 

What is this ontological divide? Drawing on Kauppi 2010: 

 

Exclusive ontology: individualist and naturalist ontology, with a 
focus on the autonomy of the individual 

versus 

Inclusive ontology: process & practice-orientated, collectivist 
and constructivist assumptions  

 

 



Primary ontological divide (all from Kauppi 2010) 

Exclusive 
• reality is natural  

 

• institutions (rules and norms) 

detached from individuals, yet 

structuring of their behaviour 

 

• Social action is guided by 

individuals whose interests are 

materially driven: action is guided 

by ‘rational’ individuals 

 

• politics = there is a production and 

maintenance of dualisms, e.g. 

rational/irrational, 

national/supranational, 

formal/informal 

 

Inclusive 
• reality is not natural = many realities = 

co-produced by people as groups 

 

• institutions are not detached from 

actors but interactions between 

institutions and actors are critical 

 

• Social action is guided by individuals 

whose interests are socially 

constructed 

 

• Politics = emphasis on the ties 

between the macro and micro, 

institutions and power and actions of 

individuals and groups in more or less 

structured social spheres 

 



Main arguments in the book 

• tendency in both general 
commentaries and EU studies to 
assume Europe from within exclusive 
ontological assumptions 
 

This point is not particularly contested 
(e.g., Manners, 2015; Pollack, 2007; Hix, 
2005) 

 

• It has resulted in certain powerful images 
of the EU 
 

 

 



Dominant images of the EU 
 images of a universal rationality of the EU, even if scholars 

disagree over which rationality – 
supranational/intergovermental/MLG? 

 

 images of EU institutions as only meaning EU public bodies in 
Brussels – the Council of Ministers, the European Commission, the 
European Parliament – and not rules and norms of governance 

 

 images of national governments ‘choosing EU common 
policies’ based on cost-benefit calculations 

 

 images of the EU as a set of rules to be adapted to 

 

 images of Europe where dominant categories of analysis are 
‘the EU’ versus ‘the national’ (or ‘the regional’), i.e. power is 
studied in hierarchical terms  
 

 images of a reified Europe/EU acting independently of its actors 
– the EU  

 



Dominant images sustained over time 

in EU studies textbooks 
 

‘The rational choice institutionalist approach is the 

most suitable one to use. Many other theoretical 

approaches have been applied to the study of the 

EU, but these provide relatively few insights into 

specific decisional outcomes’ (Thomsan et al, 2006: 5). 

 

“[there are] a great variety of venues within the EU: 

the Commission, the EP, the European Council, the 

Council of Ministers and within each of these 

institutions different DGs, committees, Council 

configurations and the like” (Lelieveldt and Princen 2011, 223). 

 



Main arguments in the book 
The book asks:  

if we adopt by contrast an inclusive ontology, can we think about the EU 
differently? 

 

• Europe/EU not as an object, but as a real and imagined space of 
action  
o which exists only to the extent that Europeans and others act in and on it 

o The EU comes together as actors come together, collaborate and make 
sense of their worlds 

 

• EU conceptualized as constantly being made in particular spaces, 
through specific actor struggles, whose interconnections are often ill-
defined 

 

• We are interested, therefore, in the multiple ways that the EU is done, 
achieved, conducted, enacted, carried out and imagined  

 

We ask how do those concerned with building Europe, with extending 
and elaborating the EU, think of where they are and what they are 

doing?   
 



Main arguments in the 
book 

How can we think about Europe as a political ‘space of 
action’? 

 as physical and imagined 

 as action – where meetings take place; not just EP/EC 
venus, but also conferences, EU projects, committees, 
comitologies, etc. 

 as actors – political space is peopled (who does what in 
and on Europe, as well as to and for Europe, by with or 
from Europe) 

 as organised around objects:  indicators, databases, 
regulations, artefacts, technologies 

 as bounded: points of entry 

 as multiple 

 as institutionalised 

 



Book chapters 
The book presents original empirical material to capture 
Europeans in the process of making Europe: 

 of performing, interpreting, modelling, referencing, 
consulting, measuring and de-politicising Europe 

 

 Political spaces re-visited – familiar places revisited, e.g., 
EP, the European Commission 

 Political spaces reconciled – when actors reconcile the 
making of the EU with the making of something else, 
e.g., the region, the sector 

 Political spaces revealed – spaces overlooked, e.g., 
work of consultancy, data & statistics, comitology, 
private self-regulation 

 



EU re-imagined: politicisation, 
parliamentarisation, democratisation? 

What are the kinds of research questions generated by this 

approach concerning symposium themes? 

 

Aim to capture Europeans in the process of  

‘Politicising’  ‘Parliamentarising’ ‘Democratising’ 

Europe and its Union 

 



EU re-imagined: politicisation, 

parliamentarisation, democratisation? 

Politicisation/depoliticisation 

Most of the chapters in the book analyse politicisation as a 

daily governing practice in the construction of Europe  

 

 Politicisation as political work of actors to engage 

politically – i) define their local conditions as public 

problems; ii) forge alliances around problem definitions; 

iii) make arguments; iv) use and produce knowledge 

 

 Politicisation as in tension with depoliticisation: both are 

political processes; the former concerns the rendering of 

value choices explicit; the second the technisation of 

value choices (i.e., not an a-political process) 

 

 



EU re-imagined: politicisation, 

parliamentarisation, democratisation? 

Ilustration: politicisation & which physical props? 

Europe through data and statistics: Grek & Lawn 

• key instruments are not formal rules or common policies;  

• data and numbers as material and imagined props 

building Europe;  

• it is over data that we find politics, including political re-

ordering of hierarchies 

• European education is made sense  

of through measuring it 

 

Europe as a competitive knowledge  

economy 



EU re-imagined: politicisation, 

parliamentarisation, democratisation? 
Ilustration: politicisation & where to look 

Sustainable development politics Europe: Carter 

• if only look at ‘usual suspects’, ie. EU venues as defined 
by Lelieveldt & Princen, then miss important process of 
politicisation/depoliticisation of sustainable Europe 

• comitology and private self-regulation as political 
spaces for EU government of sustainable development 

• sd politics is not absent  

• clashes/cooperation between groups of collective 
private actors over sustainability in salmon feeds 

 

Europe as a bio/eco-economy, 

but not ecosystem approach 

 



EU re-imagined: politicisation, 

parliamentarisation, democratisation? 
Illustration: parliamentarisation, democratisation 

EP: Ruth Wodak 

• Politics as struggle and as cooperation; politics within the 
formal political sphere or beyond 

• Discourse-historical approach to analyse 
communication: analyse the doing of politics in context; 
written materials and debates; shadow MEPs in the 
course of their daily work; performance 

• Both ‘frontstage’ and ‘backstage’ EP politics and their 
interactions 

• Importance of knowledge management in persuasion 

EU democratic deficit not to be analysed solely in terms of 
formal powers; need to render backstage politics more 

visible; research has a role to demonstrate and document 
‘hidden’ spaces of government 

 

 

 

 

 



Concluding remarks 
Conceptualising Europe and its Union as a ‘political space 
of action’ is one way of opening up the box of 
politicisation, parliamentarisation, democratisation  – there 
are other ways…… 

 

We need to be aware that we have a vision or ontology of 
Europe and its Union (either consciously or not) 

 

• We need to bring our conceptualisation of the EU into 
conciousness 

 

• This is important because our vision or image of the EU 
will drive our research questions on politicisation, 
parliamentarisation, democratisation  – including our 
lines of analysis 

 



Concluding remarks 
• Dont have to re-imagine Europe – this is a choice – 

a political choice 
o The point is that it is only through proposing an alternative that we can 

choose 

o And not to change is also a choice (and becomes clearer as a choice) 

 

In this way, politicisation of Europe is taken to the very 
heart of social and political science – the ontological 
struggle is a political struggle over our very object of 
investigation 

 

• it is not only politicians, administrators and 
stakeholders who make politics, but scientists too 

 

 

 



Concluding remarks 
 

Finally, from this perspective we need empirical 

research to grasp points of political conflict 

 

• these are not necessarily posed only in terms of 

EU/national tensions (intgl vs supranational) 

 

• tensions over values - not what Europe is, but what it 

is 

 

 



Kiitos paljon 
 

Thank you 


