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Abstract 

The questions of how and why national governments (de-)politicize European Union (EU) 

responses to crisis situations have received increased attention during the Euro crisis. According 

to some authors, even though European integration issues have become since the 1993 Maastricht 

Treaty more politicized in national elections or referendums (Hooghe and Marks 2009), this has 

not impacted EU decision-making ‘when it counts’, namely in times of crisis (Schimmelfennig 

2014, 331). Conversely, political élites found ways to bypass public opinion during crisis 

situations, for example by avoiding plebiscites on the second Greek bailout (2011) or for the 

ratification of the Fiscal Compact (2012). So far, democratic functionalism is the only theoretical 

approach to account for the developments, expecting depoliticization attempts to backfire owing 

to media spotlight on crisis management (Statham and Trenz 2015, 297). A pertinent question that 

raises under the circumstances is whether this explanation applies solely to the Euro crisis or if it 

can be employed to understand other crisis situations at the EU level. 

The present article provides a critical review of the democratic functionalist approach to crisis 

governance in the EU by looking at a case beyond the economic realm: the immigration crisis and 

the politicization of free movement of people in the Schengen Area. The purpose is to assess 

whether the ‘mechanisms of politicization’ identified by Statham and Trenz are present in policy 

areas other than the economic and monetary union and if they function as theorized. In this respect, 

politicization is operationalized as the ‘practice of competitive representative claims-making in the 



public sphere’ that involves ‘actors presenting themselves as representatives publicly and thereby 

contesting other representatives’ (De Wilde 2011, 560).  

The politicization of free movement of people is of particular relevance given the immigration 

pressures on the border-free Schengen Area in recent years. The empirical analysis focuses on a 

single case study illustrating what is generally considered the most politicized issue in the area of 

border management in the post-Lisbon era—prior to the 2015 episode on refugee quotas—namely 

whether to lawfully allow the temporary reintroduction of internal border controls in the Schengen 

Area. Known in the legislative process as the ‘Schengen Governance Package’ (2011-2013), the 

case originated in a crisis situation caused by an inflow of Tunisian refugees fleeing from the Arab 

Spring and trying to reach France by transiting Italy (Pascouau 2011). The episode led to a 

politicized dispute between French and Italian authorities that snowballed at the EU level and 

became a bone of contention between EU institutions involved in decision-making over the 

Schengen regime. The analysis is based on an adapted version of ‘claims analysis’ (Koopmans and 

Statham 1999) using the computer software Atlas.ti to code 96 newspaper articles from Agence 

Europe and Europolitics reporting on the case. 

The findings reveal the need to qualify several tenets of democratic functionalism when it comes 

to crisis governance in the EU more broadly. An argument is made for the necessity to develop a 

research programme that theorizes conditions for politicization in different crisis contexts. 
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