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1
Beyond Governments and
Supranational Institutions: Societal
Actors in European Integration
Wolfram Kaiser and Jan-Henrik Meyer

At first sight, the financial crisis, which began in 2008, thoroughly
reshaped European Union (EU) politics. Starting with the Single
European Act (SEA) of 1987, the present-day EU had moved away
from a more intergovernmental structure, strengthening the role of
supranational institutions, the European Commission and most impor-
tantly the European Parliament (EP). Now, however, the crisis seems
to have halted, if not reversed, this trend. Given the formidable finan-
cial risks and commitments at stake, national leaders, notably those of
big and wealthy member states, appear to be back in the driver’s seat.
In times of crisis, only national governments seem to have sufficient
power to make credible commitments about resources.
Thus, the financial crisis could encourage another round in the debate

over the more intergovernmental or more supranational character of
European integration and EU politics. However, this perennial debate,
which still underlies a fair share of writing about European integration,
has increasingly become fruitless. It is based on the false assumption
of a necessary trade-off in power between national governmental and
supranational institutional actors. But EU politics is not a zero-sum
game between opposed sets of institutional actors. Most importantly
for our book, such a reductionist view overlooks the key role that a
third type of actor namely, those who have variously been described
as non-state actors or private actors, has played, and will continue to
play, in EU politics and policy-making. By stressing their role as rep-
resentatives of preferences of social groups in national societies and the
emerging transnational European society, we prefer to characterize them
as societal actors.

1



2 Societal Actors in European Integration

This book explores the emergence, organization and role in polity-
building and policy-making of societal actors who are part of European
integration, bringing together for the first time in a systematic manner
what recent historical research based on a wide variety of original
sources can tell us. We do not claim that societal actors were the real
shapers and movers of European integration and Community poli-
tics and policy-making. Rather, we argue that various societal actors
involved in network-type relations with national governmental and
supranational institutional actors were often important for the forma-
tion of strategic political alliances, the definition of key political objec-
tives and agendas as well as workable policy compromises. We hypoth-
esize that societal actors provided the crucial glue for the EU’s political
fabric and its policy-making, even if they did not and still do not nor-
mally receive the same media attention as national governments after
European Council meetings, for example.
We approach the role of societal actors in European integration

from two interrelated perspectives. Firstly, we consider their own
Europeanization,1 defined here as the establishment of organizational
and/or more informal cooperative structures at the level of the European
Communities (EC) and the present-day EU. We seek to analyse when,
why and how societal actors responded to European integration by set-
ting up office in Brussels, by founding a European umbrella organization
or agreeing to meet regularly in a formal or informal manner to dis-
cuss European political issues, for example. Secondly, we discuss the
involvement of societal actors in and their impact on European polity-
building and policy-making. All chapters in this book address these
two core dimensions in this sequence by drawing on a variety of case
studies.
In this book we focus on polity-building that is the creation of insti-

tutions, procedures and institutional working patterns, and on policy-
making. We find, however, that these two are easier to delineate concep-
tually than empirically. For instance, when the European Environmental
Bureau (EEB) pleaded for more staff within the Commission’s Service for
the Environment and Consumer Protection (SEPC), it supported institu-
tional and policy objectives at the same time. Despite the EEB’s generally
pro-European outlook, it was not primarily motivated by a desire to
strengthen the European supranational institutions by reinforcing Com-
mission staff levels. Rather, the EEB backed the expansion of this service,
its main partner within the EC institutions, first and foremost because
a larger SEPC meant a greater EC capacity in advancing environmental
policy.2
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In a similar way, the changing composition of all EC institutions as
a consequence of the various enlargements, which were in part medi-
ated by political parties, not only affected formal rules such as voting
rights and informal practices – for example, bureaucratic traditions and
modes of doing things imported into the EC by the newcomers – it also
changed policy-making. British accession was central for the introduc-
tion of European bird protection in the 1970s, for example, not least
because of the expertise, the lobbying and the transnational networking
capacities of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.3

Crucially, drawing upon their transnational connections societal
actors facilitated the transfer of new ideas from national societies and
international organizations to the EC, thus contributing to the rise of
new policy ideas and agendas. At the same time, the link to European
societies helped institutional actors in Brussels to keep in touch with
societal interests and debates which still took place predominantly in
national public spheres and which national governments frequently
intended to keep within the national container for a variety of reasons.
The chapters in this book cover developments and cases from 1958 to

1992. The Treaties of Rome, which were signed in 1957, came into force
in 1958, and complemented the older European Coal and Steel Commu-
nity (ECSC) of 1951–2 with the European Atomic Energy Community
(Euratom) and the more important European Economic Community
(EEC), marking the beginning of European integration in the present-
day EU. The treaties established the familiar institutions and covered
a broad and slowly expanding array of policies. The most important
of these – agriculture, trade, competition and development – feature
prominently in this book, as do environmental and social policy, areas
of new Community ambition in the 1970s. The three Communities
merged their institutions in 1967, operating from then onwards as
the EC.
We conclude our empirical exploration of societal actors in European

integration in 1992, for three reasons. Firstly, the period after the
Maastricht Treaty has been extensively studied and analysed by polit-
ical scientists. This research is conceptually sophisticated, with a key
interest in theory-building, and empirically based on publicly accessi-
ble documents and interviews. Secondly, drawing upon the conceptual
and empirical fruits of this research, our goal is to put the findings of
social science research on EU polity-building and policy-making into
a longer-term historical perspective. We want to trace more long-term
developments and possible path dependencies. At the same time, we are
interested in change during this period – with respect to the structures,
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but also the focus of societal actors, which perhaps shifted somewhat
towards engaging with policy-making. Thirdly, the chosen time frame
also allows historians to make the most of their greatest advantages in
transdisciplinary research on the EU by enabling a greater distance from
their object of research, and consequently the ability to ask new ques-
tions. Such a distance frequently goes hand in hand with less excitement
about allegedly novel phenomena. Thus, we seek to dispel the myth in
contemporary social science research that the involvement of societal
actors (especially so-called public interest groups) in EU polity-building
and policy-making only really took off in the 1990s.4 Finally, access to
archival sources which are now available for all but the last few years
before the Maastricht Treaty can shed new light on past events.
Despite this limited time frame of just over 30 years, we recommend

that historians adopt a much broader temporal perspective. Many of
the societal actors, their organizational structures and policy objectives
have a much longer history, at times dating back to the late nine-
teenth century. At the same time, the phenomena the contributors
study in their chapters created continuities leading up to the present
day. This becomes apparent in outlines in the final empirical chapter on
developments since the Maastricht Treaty.
In the next few sections, we briefly introduce our working defini-

tion of societal actors. Secondly, we present the topics of the individual
empirical chapters, each covering a specific type of societal actor and
challenge of polity-building and/or policy-making. Thirdly, we intro-
duce the core questions we have developed, in order to strengthen the
cohesion of this book and to be able to arrive at common conclusions.
All of the chapters address these questions with regard to their specific
actors and cases. These questions, fourthly, relate to a multidisciplinary
debate in European Studies, which we briefly outline before finally rais-
ing more general concluding questions about change over time and
normative dimensions. We come back to these questions in the final
concluding chapter of this book.

Defining societal actors in European integration

In this book, we use the term ‘actor’ as shorthand for a group of individ-
uals or collective bodies representing certain collective preferences that
can arise from their normative commitments and/or material or other
interests. Collective preferences refer to shared interests that are mean-
ingful to a sufficient number of people or collective bodies for them
to be able to overcome collective action problems and organize around
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these interests.5 Collective actors can be established in a variety of legal
and organizational ways. They are routinely represented by individu-
als acting on their behalf as authorized agents, who are often able to
interpret their mandate quite freely. We argue that as a result the indi-
vidual qualities of such agents frequently matter for policy processes
and outcomes. Moreover, individuals may have multiple memberships
of different collective bodies or actors, with overlapping but sometimes
also contradictory interests. Given that multiple memberships tend to
strengthen these individuals’ resources in terms of access to informa-
tion, for example, such individuals are frequently core players, building
bridges between collective actors.
We characterize the collective actors that feature in this book as

societal actors, as they all claim to represent collective interests emerg-
ing from national societies and an emerging transnational European
society. Most of these collective actors develop from the bottom up,
organizing around certain interests shared by their members. Groups
representing special, frequently business interests, relating to tangi-
ble economic benefits, are usually called interest or lobby groups.
These are often viewed more critically from a normative perspective.
In social science research, those groups representing general interests
are routinely viewed more positively, since general interests relate to
collective public goods, the benefits of which are more widely shared
throughout society. Following the practice established by the United
Nations, these groups have either been called non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) or have been described as voluntary associations or
civil society organizations, for example.6 Since the end of the Cold
War, the Enlightenment concept of civil society, with its strong nor-
mative implications, has gone through a veritable renaissance.7 The
European Commission has used the notion to beef up the legitimacy
of its consultation procedures, and its own institutional legitimacy.8

By contrast, we want to steer clear of the strong and often misleading
normative implications of all of these terms. Instead, the term ‘soci-
etal actors’ includes those who represent special and general interests.
These are frequently muchmore difficult to distinguish empirically than
conceptually, as some of the chapters in this book demonstrate. More-
over, the term also covers political parties as societal actors of a specific
kind, organized from the bottom up, but acting within both the public
sphere and representative institutions, with important bridge-building
functions.
The term ‘societal actors’ helps us to avoid the rigid dichotomies

between public and private or state and non-state actors, which are
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pervasive in political science research.9 The distinction between public
and private actors carries the same problematic normative connotations
as the juxtaposition of general and special interests. The second distinc-
tion in turn assumes an opposition of some kind between the state and
the non-state actors. This terminology obscures the fact that most soci-
etal actors are linked to and implicated with the state in various ways,
just as state institutions frequently rely on societal actors. The state is
often an important source of funding for societal actors, and the key
target of lobbying. Furthermore, as some of the chapters in this book
make clear, state institutions frequently assist the creation of organized
societal groups. Moreover, societal actors are often granted privileged
access to information sources, consultation and decision-making cir-
cles in neo- or quasi-corporatist arrangements. In fact, the structures
and nature of societal actors’ relations with the member states and
the EU institutions are important questions for all the contributors to
this book.

Societal actors in polity-building and policy-making

This book comprises nine historical chapters covering different soci-
etal actors engaged in polity-building and policy-making. The first two
chapters address the contributions of the two major party groups in the
Community in the 1970s, when the parties regrouped with a view to
direct elections to the EP, which eventually took place in June 1979.
Wolfram Kaiser’s chapter on the Christian Democrats focuses on dif-
ferent dimensions of the Europeanization of the emerging European
People’s Party and its member parties. This includes their response to
the challenges of southern enlargement, the controversial debate over
the concept of the social market economy uploaded fromGerman politi-
cal discourse as well as issues of cross-border cooperation and allegiance.
In his chapter, Christian Salm analyses the role of various transnational
socialist actors and networks in the downloading of policy objectives
into a European development policy which combined national aid poli-
cies with EC-level competences, for example for trade, which were
crucial to the Lomé conventions.10

The next two chapters provide insights into the relationship
between polity-building and emerging policy-making. Werner Bührer
and Laurent Warlouzet study the emergence of the new supranational
policy field of competition policy, and how national- and Community-
level business associations sought to influence its development. In her
chapter, Lucia Coppolaro analyses how a variety of business interest
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groups tried to influence trade negotiations during the Kennedy Round
of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade.
Producer interests are equally central to the two subsequent chapters.

Carine Germond discusses the privileged role of the European agricul-
tural lobby and national-level farm organizations in the larger agricul-
tural policy community and how this role enabled them to prevent any
substantial reform of the EC’s most extensive and expensive policy until
1992. Martin Rempe then looks at the role of business actors in the
post-colonial European development policy in the 1960s, showing how
problematic the distinction between business actors and development
NGOs is and how close but also how fragile their links with the mem-
ber states and the Commission were. His case study focuses on the issue
of water supply for Dakar, the capital city of Senegal, a former French
colony, and how different societal actors competed for the best use of
Community funding.
The final three historical chapters explore how societal actors nego-

tiated the boundaries of Europe’s polity and the scope, framing and
substance of policies. Francesco Petrini analyses the struggle for effec-
tive EC-level regulation of multinational companies in the 1970s. He
shows how and why the labour unions and an initially sympathetic
European Commission lost out to the delaying tactics of business,
in the face of an increasingly business-friendly neo-liberal climate
for economic policy-making within the European Commission. In his
chapter Morten Rasmussen analyses the role of legal elites organized
within the Fédération internationale pour le droit européen and how
they sought to co-shape a constitutional order for the Community in
league with the Legal Service of the Commission and the Court of
Justice, but also how they encountered strong resistance by national
legal elites opposed to their preferences. Finally, Jan-Henrik Meyer
explores the Europeanization of environmentalist groups in the wake
of the First Environmental Action Programme of 1973, analysing how
the environmentalists tried to extend the boundaries of environmen-
tal policy by seeking to reframe energy policy as an environmental
concern. Here, too, policy debates went hand in hand with insti-
tutional issues, namely, the established division into distinct policy
areas.
In order to provide a stronger link with social science perspectives

on societal actors in European integration and EU politics and policy-
making, the final chapter by Karen Heard-Lauréote discusses develop-
ments in the presence of societal actors in Brussels and their role in
policy-making since the Maastricht Treaty.
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Societal actors in European integration: the key issues

For a long time, historical research on European integration was very
state-centric. But, as the chapters in this book testify, research on a much
greater variety of actors which competently links its findings to social
science perspectives and the role of member state governments and
supranational institutions in politics and policy-making is now mush-
rooming. This book includes a broad range of societal actors, such as
political parties, business actors, trade unions and organizations, that
developed out of the new social movements of the 1960s and 1970s.
Given that we insisted on empirically grounded chapters, the coverage
of actors in this book is not representative of EC polity-building and
policy-making. Due to the dominance of economic issues in European
integration, special business interests are better covered than organiza-
tions derived from the new social movements, on which much more
research is necessary.
In order to ensure the greatest possible cohesion, all authors address

the same issues in their respective chapters. A first set of questions relates
to the organizational Europeanization of societal actors at the European
level. How and why did these actors get involved at the European
level? What were their motivations? Were they ‘pulled in’11 by specific
incentives provided by the EC institutions or the specific opportuni-
ties the institutional framework provided? Or, alternatively, did they
‘push’ towards the EC level because they realized that they needed to be
present, or because they themselves deemed this the best framework for
attaining their policy objectives? The second aspect of Europeanization
relates to the organizational structures that the societal actors estab-
lished. How was their membership composed, that is, did they manage
to get all relevant groups on board? What did their European repre-
sentation look like, in terms of staff and funding? What, finally, were
the internal organizational problems the EC-level actors faced when
they set up shop in Brussels, in terms of preference formation, for
example?
A second set of questions relates to societal actors’ involvement in

polity-building and policy-making: in what areas did the societal actors
try to intervene? Did they focus on influencing polity-building and
shaping the Community’s institutional order or did they limit them-
selves to policy content, without trying to move the goalposts in their
field? The second aspect relates to how societal actors intervened. Which
methods did they use? Did they prefer internal lobbying or public
protest? Were they embedded in privileged consultation arrangements?
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How professionalized were these attempts? Did they amount to cohesive
strategies, or were they limited to haphazard intervention? Furthermore,
how and to what extent did they cooperate with other actors, building
networks? Notably, which European institutions andmember state insti-
tutions did they collaborate with? Did they team up with other societal
actors in what has more recently been called ‘transversal lobbying’?12

The answers to these questions provide new insights into the multi-
disciplinary academic debate about the role of societal actors in
European integration and EU politics and policy-making from a histor-
ical perspective. This debate has chiefly been conducted by historians,
political scientists and sociologists.

Societal actors in European integration: disciplinary
perspectives

In the first instance, we seek to contribute to the historiography of
European integration. At the same time, our findings are relevant to the
research on the emergence of a European society by social historians.13

More generally, this book intends to speak to those interested in the
history of post-war (Western) Europe, which has all too often neglected
the increasingly pervasive influence of European integration and the
present-day EU.14

Highlighting the role of societal actors in European integration can
play a crucial role in modernizing research on European integration
history, moving it further away from the traditional state-centric focus
of diplomatic and economic historians on grand bargains among the
member states.15 At the same time, we also seek to move beyond
a supranational history, which mainly focuses on the role of the
supranational European institutions.16 This research tends to treat these
institutions as largely autonomous relative to societal factors and forces
and often focuses exclusively on bargaining with the member states
in the Council as well as traditional EC policy areas such as compe-
tition and agriculture.17 Of course, societal actors have occasionally
been treated in research on European integration. However, they have
mostly been attributed an auxiliary role, subordinate to the more impor-
tant national and supranational state actors.18 By taking societal actors
seriously as a third type of relevant players in their own right, who
cooperate with state actors in a number of ways, we seek to contribute
to the ongoing research and debate about the role of various forms of
transnational cooperation and informal networks in shaping European
integration.19 We thus enable the viewing of the societal context of
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European integration, which has also been stressed in research on a
European public sphere.20

In contrast to historical research, which for a long time relied
on archival sources from state archives, in political science, the role
of societal actors in European integration was at the core of the
neo-functionalist research agenda. In the late 1950s and 1960s, neo-
functionalist students of international relations sought to explain the
apparent success of early European integration.21 They predicted that
societal actors would play a key role in driving this process further. In the
wake of growing EC competences, interest groups would shift their focus
to the Community level, where more and more decision-making would
take place. Neo-functionalists also predicted a shift in allegiance to the
Community.22 Evidence for such a shift in allegiance has been hard to
find, however. Given the sudden end of integration dynamics with the
so-called Empty Chair crisis of 1965,23 it was only in the context of the
Single Market Programme that neo-functionalism was rejuvenated in a
new guise in the late 1980s and early 1990s, with a renewed emphasis on
societal actors and their role in policy-making, notably market-building,
which subsequently led to further polity-building with the SEA and the
Maastricht Treaty.24

By contrast, comparative politics only began to study European inte-
gration from the mid-1980s and mainly from the 1990s onwards.25

Accordingly, empirical findings here mostly relate to the period since
the 1990s. However, comparativists arrived with a large conceptual tool-
box for the analysis of European public policy and the role of societal
actors as lobbyists. Students of comparative politics and policy studies
have highlighted the organizational problems of umbrella organizations
compared to the strength of specialist organizations with a narrower
range of preferences. In specific case studies, researchers have pointed to
consultation circles involving a diversity of groups interested in a cer-
tain policy problem, which the Commission deliberately set up to force
groups to arrive at a compromise. Hence, the Commission externalized
the painful path to reaching an agreement. Effectively, the Commis-
sion thus laid the basis for what is now called transversal lobbying.26

Moreover, research has emphasized how societal actors are embedded
in expert groups, networks and quasi-corporatist arrangements.27 All of
these phenomena raise a number of normative issues: in particular, soci-
etal groups are specifically at risk of falling prey to the ‘iron law of
oligarchy’.28 Their officers, who need to act professionally and accu-
mulate important resources, notably information, inevitably become
increasingly disconnected from the grass-roots rank and file.29 This is
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all the more problematic as it is an important function of societal
actors to represent societal concerns to policy-makers, contributing to
the input legitimacy30 of policy-making and to its effectiveness.31 The
Commission’s official discourse on civil society, mentioned above, raises
questions about how well societal actors are actually capable of fulfill-
ing these great expectations, as Karen Heard-Lauréote also stresses in her
chapter in this book.32

In contrast to political science, sociology has only recently started to
focus on the societal impact of European integration. The key ques-
tion here is whether and to what extent this leads to the emergence
of a European society and what this society looks like.33 While initially
sociologists were only interested in European elites, the scope of their
research has broadened to include mobilization of interests and the
public sphere, as well as studies on European policy areas understood,
following Pierre Bourdieu, as fields of contention.34 Studies on the soci-
ology of groups have occasionally focused on specific cases of European
societal actors since the 1990s. These studies tend to use different soci-
ological approaches, such as interest group theory, including notions of
resource mobilization and the pluralist versus corporatist divide; organi-
zational theory including neo-institutionalist ideas; and normative ideas
of civil society that they share with political science studies.35

Societal actors in European integration: what have we
learned?

Given that research on societal actors has so far been largely limited
to the past two decades, the contribution of a longer-term view on their
role in European integration in this book addresses an important lacuna.
In order to fill this gap, in our concluding chapter we seek to estab-
lish some more general findings from the research presented in this
book. Four issues are central to this book. Firstly, we analyse the con-
ditions for the (partial) Europeanization of societal actors and the
emergence of institutional and policy-making path dependencies. Sec-
ondly, we discuss the contributions by societal actors to polity-building
and policy-making. Thirdly, we address the question of change over
time. Our guiding hypothesis is that there has been a slow shift from
contributions to polity-building to a greater focus on policy-making, as
well as a growth in numbers and diversity among the societal actors
engaged in European integration. Increasingly, a comprehensive cross
section of society has come to be represented in the European institu-
tions in response to the broadening range of policy-making. Fourthly,
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we briefly sketch the extent to which societal actors have lived up to
the normative expectations of societal representation. Finally, we out-
line challenges for future historical research on societal actors and their
role in polity-building and policy-making.
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Are the European Communities (EC) transforming into ‘a Europe of
the parties’? Against the background of the British debate about the
nature of integration and (continued) membership in the EC, the politi-
cal scientist David Marquand posed this question in an influential article
published in 1978.1 Marquand, a former Labour Party MP until 1977,
had just taken up an academic post after returning from a one-year stint
in Brussels, where he had worked as special advisor to the new Com-
mission President Roy Jenkins. He anticipated (and supported) a much
greater politicization of Community politics and an increased role of
political parties in the wake of the first direct elections to the European
Parliament (EP) scheduled for the following year. This expectation was
widely shared among political scientists engaged in research on the for-
mation of the new transnational European party organizations such as
the European People’s Party (EPP), which was created in 1976. In fact,
this first phase of research on European party cooperation had been
sparked in the mid-1970s by the debate about direct elections already
foreseen in the Rome Treaties. This research petered out in the early
1980s. It turned out that without additional legislative powers for the
EP, the direct elections alone did not change significantly either the
role of the EP or that of political parties in the Community’s public
policy-making.2

This early political science research on European party cooperation is
characterized by four main deficiencies. These are closely linked to the
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