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   Transnational Populism and European Democracy 
 

 

The background of the analysis: problem identification, assumptions, and outline 

The current political crisis in Europe indicates in various ways the incapacity and lack of 

imagination of political elites (on both the EU and national levels) to deal with the multi-

faceted crisis. The crisis exposes both an ever larger distance between formal politics 

and European society, and an increasing politicization of European integration (i.e., 

attention to EU issues in public debates). National political elites fall back on ‘traditional’ 

strategies of sovereigntism, ethno-nationalism, and right-wing conservatism, unable or 

unwilling to engage with a European, political solution. EU politicians seem unable to 

articulate long-term political projects, and ignore civic, societal knowledge and 

competences as an input into the political innovation of the European polity. Instead, 

transnational civic initiatives, aiming at democratizing the EU from the bottom-up and 

making political claims in favour of European solutions, are frequently decried as forms 

of irrational anti-politics and irresponsible populism.  

 

The TRAPpED project starts from the assumptions that a key issue in Europe is 

how to formulate a European, collective solution to the multi-faceted crisis, and that 

such as solution needs a more robust political and democratic union. The failure of the 

European Constitution in the mid-2000s has not eliminated the necessity for political 

integration, as further integration appears now only possible if citizen support can be 

mobilized and legitimacy gained in the public domain (cf. Koopmans and Statham 2010). 

Formal political representatives, however, avoid longer-term projects and focus on 

short-term muddling through instead. A key manifestation of societal engagement, civic 

knowledge, and political imagination - hardly analyzed as such in existing legal and 

political-scientific research and frequently dismissed as irrational populism by politicians 

- is produced by (transnational) social movements or Trans-European Movements 

(TEMs) and networks. Such movements potentially promote a variety of creative 

solutions to the European crisis, often with (im- or explicit) political and constitutional 

dimensions. Frequently, however, their propositions face skepticism and are denounced 

as forms of anti-establishment populism (Harmsen 2010; Stavrakakis 2014). 

 

Current political and sociological research on the European crisis is largely 

focused on: (1) top-down crisis management in the EU, e.g. by means of austerity 

policies, reform of welfare systems, and migration policies, and on the effects of such 

policies (see Jones 2014); (2) resistance and protest movements against (EU) crisis 

policies. The focus here is, however, predominantly on the national (cf. Scholl and 

Freyberg-Inan 2016); and, (3) transnational Euroscepticism, populism, and anti-
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establishment movements. This transnational focus is predominantly on right-wing 

populist movements and networks (Hartleb 2015; Caiani and Guerra 2017), and hardly 

on leftwing, democratic movements. With very few exceptions (Kaldor and Selchow 

2014; Parks 2015), little systematic research is available on the positive, creative input, 

knowledge, claims-making, and democratic propositions reagarding the EU, elaborated 

in the European public sphere (cf. Plehwe et al. 2016). 

 

The TRAPpED project addresses this lacuna by systematically analyzing political 

claims and discourses on European integration and democracy by TEMs. It currently 

focuses on two, particularly prominent, active, and visible transnational networks: 

DiEM25 and European Alternatives (EurAlter). The project uses a mixed-methods 

approach which includes justification theory/justifications analysis (JA), political 

discourse analysis (PDA), and political claims analysis (PCA). First, it wants to capture 

discursive content in a theoretically and conceptually driven manner, and to analyze or 

deconstruct the democratizing content, the institutional relevance as well as the 

‘populist’ nature of alternative discourses on the EU. Second, it wants to analyze the 

visibility, resonance, and legitimacy of transnational movement discourse in the 

transnational, and selected national public spheres.  

 

The TRAPpED project draws in a synergetic way on relatively independent 

strands of research regarding political sociology, social movement studies, populism 

studies, and political theory. The results will be of significance for all strands of research 

mentioned, and will produce new, systematic knowledge of transnational, societal 

engagement with the EU. The project will highlight the role of societal actors as 

creative/innovative and politicizing agents, and as 'constitutional subjects' or 

'interpreters'. It will explore a richness of political ideas and constitutional propositions 

beyond formal institutions, and different ways in which European civil society engages 

with the EU, creatively proposes alternative views of the EU, and (potentially) impacts 

public debate on European democracy. The results of the project will contribute to a 

novel, comprehensive, and sociological understanding of European political integration, 

which opens new avenues of research in political theory, and in the empirical, 

sociological analysis of political integration and constitutionalization. 

 

 

Objectives 

Main research questions of the project include:  

1. what substantive/ideational contribution do TEMs make to the democratization of 

the EU (what critiques are articulated, what demos/people/commonality is constructed; 

how radical/innovative are the proposals, what is the institutional feasibility of the 

proposals; can the proposals be characterized as populist)?; and  

2. how visible, resonant, and legitimate are these proposals in the European public 

sphere as well as in (selected) national spheres?   

 

In this, the TRAPpED project has two major objectives: 
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1. A systematic political discourse analysis of the public narratives of TEMs, regarding 

democracy, constructions of commonality, and views of institutionalization, and the 

populist dimension of discourse; 

2. A systematic contribution to the analysis of the visibility, resonance, and legitimacy of 

TEM claims and their role in the politicization of the EU, through a political claim-analysis 

of TEM statements in the mass media, focussing on distinctive case-studies: the 

transnational public sphere and a number of domestic public spheres. 

 

The research project will focus on a number of significant trans-European pro-

democracy movements, their claims for the democratization of the EU as well as the 

institutionalist and populist dimensions of their discourses, and the reception of such 

discourses in wider public debate. 
 

Table 1: Empirical Cases 

TEMs  Methodological approach Methods 

Transnational 

European 

Movements 

1 • Theoretical, deductive elaboration of 

typology of democratic discourses 

• Political theory, pragmatic 

sociology/justification theory 

• Political discourse analysis, on basis of 

theoretical typology and analytical matrix; 

deconstruction of discourses regarding:  

• Transnational democracy 

• Forms of critique 

• Institutional proposals 

• Constructions of peoplehood 

• Dimensions of populism 

• Semi-structured, qualitative 

interviews with movement members 

• Justification theory and 

political discourse analysis (PDA) of 

interviews, and corpus of texts, 

documents, blog posts, online 

resources 

2 • Media analysis of visibility, resonance, and 

legitimacy of transnational movement discourse in 

transnational and selected national public spheres 

• Justifications analysis (JA) 

and political claim-analysis (PCA) of 

newspapers and online media 

 

 

Objective 1: Transnational democratic discourses, constructions of commonality, and 

democratic-populism 

A first objective is the systematic analysis of how transnational political discourses 

articulate (alternative) ways of imagining the European polity, democratic engagement, 

and forms of commonality (what binds European citizens to the European project?) and 

peoplehood (how is a European people understood?). To the extent that these 

discourses defend European citizens and marginalized groups, in defiance of EU 

institutions and elites, and construct distinctive views of European commonality and 

peoplehood, the dimension of populism becomes significant. The project will research 

to what extent populist dimensions are present, and what distinctive form(-s) of 

(leftwing) populism can be identified. 

 

In order to differentiate political discourses on Europe, the TRAPpED project 

draws on the approach of pragmatic sociology or justification theory (Boltanski and 

Thévenot 2006; cf. Blokker 2011). Justification theory diversifies between 6 to 8 different 

‘polities’ or ‘orders of worth’, grounded in different core, moral principles. Justification 
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theory is highly useful in conceptualizing a typology of discourses on the EU, and in 

identifying and evaluating different forms of critique. Justification theory has, however, 

so far hardly been used on the European level (for exceptions, see Blokker 2013; 2015; 

2016).  

 

In a second step, a typology of democratic discourses, based on justification 

theory, will form the basis of an extensive political discourse analysis (PDA) (cf. Dryzek 

and Berejikian 1993; Stavrakakis 2014; Van Dijk 2002); of a corpus of TEM democratic 

discourses.  In general terms, five dimensions will be analyzed (see table 1):  1) 

justifications for a democratic European integration (why is a democratic Union 

important?);  2) critiques of existing arrangements (what is wrong with the status quo?) 

(cf. Nash 2009: 60; 2016). 3) explanations of the usage of institutional language to 

endorse a politicization/democratization (how will democratization, 

constitutionalization, human rights, and other norms and political institutions achieve 

the proposed goals?);  4) constructions of commonality and of European peoplehood, 

e.g., including or not EU citizens and migrants (cf. Nash 2016); 5. populist dimensions to 

TEM discourses. 

 

Objective 2: Transnational democratic claims and the European public sphere 

The politicization of the European integration project has become prominent, first, with 

the (failed) European Constitution in the early 2000s, and subsequently with the 

economic crisis in Europe from 2008 onwards. The process of politicization means the 

increasing visibility of European decisions in public debates in the mass media as well as 

the increasing contested nature of the EU in national politics (Koopmans and Statham 

2010; Statham and Trenz 2013: 1). In current research, the analysis of the politicization 

of the EU tends to highlight resistance to the European integration process (Statham and 

Trenz 2015: 288), in particular through the (re-)emergence of nationalism, 

Euroscepticism, and populism, and a decline of public trust in European institutions. The 

politicization of the EU clearly involves a significant skeptical and negative dimension, 

reflecting the difficult socio-economic situation in Europe. But the crisis has equally seen 

a positive dimension, that is, it has stimulated political imagination of European civil 

society, resulting in a wide range of different claims and proposals for the European 

future, which contain a critique of the status quo, but equally constructively propose 

alternative views of the European project (cf. Plehwe et al. 2016).  

 

But how visible are the positive discourses on Europe, how much do they 

stimulate public debate, and to what extent do they find positive support? A second 

objective of the project is to research these dimensions. Public demands and claims of 

TEMs regarding a European political union are made in various ways and distinct 

contexts, ranging from litigation, protests, to public debates, to media statements. The 

research will focus on claim-making in public debate and in the media, and will use 

justification analysis (JA) (related to justification theory) and political claims analysis 

(PCA). The objectives are, first, to analyze to what extent claims for a different, 

democratic European project are visible in the mass media in a significant number of EU 



 
 

5 

 

member states, i.e., the number of communicative channels in which a claim is included 

and the prominence of such an inclusion (the more visible such claims are, the more 

citizens have an opportunity to be informed by alternative views and also the more 

informed public debate may influence formal European politics and provide bottom-up 

input). A second objective is, to what extent do such claims have resonance in European 

public debates, i.e., to what extent claims are provoking reactions from other actors (e.g. 

other movements or institutions) (Koopmans 2004)? The TEM claims are, in this, related 

to the views and claims put forward by (EU) political elites. Greater visibility of a variety 

of claims in the mass media indicates specific ‘discursive windows of opportunity’. In a 

general sense, the profound economic and political crises of the EU enhance discursive 

opportunities for claims of an alternative European, democratic order. A third objective 

is, what is the legitimacy of claims, i.e., what is the degree of positive support by third 

actors in the public sphere?  

 

*** 


