
“Ivan Berend brings the sensibility of a leading economic historian whose per-
sonal history means he can see the European Union both from the inside and 
from the outside. He can see its promise yet note its failings. But he also sees that 
its current ‘existential crisis,’ as he calls it, means we must choose to either go 
forward with the bold experiment or slip back into the bad old ways that the EU 
in its origins was designed to transcend.”

— John Agnew, author of Globalization and Sover-
eignty: Beyond the Territorial Trap

“I highly recommend reading this book by a world-wide well-known expert 
author who presents a concise analysis of the given situation of the European 
Union, surrounded by enemies and attacked by populist-nationalists inside, but 
still strong enough to reinvent itself and positively influence the future history of 
Europe and the world.”

— László Valki, Professor of International Law, Eötvös 
Loránd University, Budapest

“The EU created peace, democracy, and prosperity in a war-torn Europe; yet, 
it is now troubled. Why? How can it be saved? Students, opinion leaders, and 
the wider public should read Ivan Berend’s elegant, succinct latest book to find 
answers.”

— Daniel Chirot, Herbert J. Ellison Professor of Interna-
tional Studies, University of Washington

“Populism is a political and ideological challenge to the EU – and potentially an 
existential threat. This book is a timely summary of its rise and how the EU can 
reinvent itself without sacrificing its core values.”

— Jonathan Portes, Professor of Economics and Public 
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This book gives a complex description and discussion of today’s populist attacks 
against the European Union (EU) following the financial crisis of 2008, which 
opened the floodgates of dissatisfaction, and the migration crisis which destabilized 
the traditional solidarity basis of the EU. The problem of Brexit is also explored.

Each chapter presents one of the main elements of the crisis of the EU. These 
include West European populism, Central European right-wing populism in 
power, and the exploitation of the EU’s mistake during the migration crisis of the 
mid-2010s. These also include the discovery of Christian ideology against im-
migration and hidden anti-Semitic propaganda using a hysterical attack against 
the liberal billionaire philanthropist George Soros, and Brexit. There is a detailed 
discussion of the failures of the EU to pacify the neighborhood in the South and 
North, especially in Ukraine, and the rising hostile outside enemies of the EU, 
including Russia and Turkey; bad relationships with Trump’s America; the un-
certainty of  NATO; and the emergence of a new rival, China, that enters into 
the Central European edge of the EU.

The author explores strategies for coping with, and emerging from, this ex-
istential crisis and ends with the alternative plans and possibilities for the future 
of the eurozone. This will be an invaluable resource for understanding the crisis 
of the EU, one of the central questions of contemporary international politics 
for undergraduate and graduate students, and readers interested in the discussion 
surrounding an endangered European integration and difficult world politics.
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The European integration process is the most important and positive development 
in the history of Europe. It started the process of establishing peace and collab-
oration between countries that had been warring against each other for roughly 
half of the last 400 years. It introduced unprecedented economic cooperation, 
free trade, flow of capital, and labor migration in a single market of 500 million 
people. According to certain calculations, between 1993 and 2003, the European 
Single Market has boosted the European Union’s (EU’s) Gross  Domestic Product 
(GDP) by nearly €900 billion, increasing per household income by €5,700. EU 
membership increased the per capita GDP of poorer member countries by about 
12 percent. According to the European Commission, more than 15 million EU 
citizens have moved to other EU countries to work or permanently settle after 
retiring. Further, 1.5 million young people have completed part of their studies 
in another member state through the EU’s Erasmus program.1

The relationship between the rich Western and poorer Eastern member 
countries is not undisturbed and harmonious, but it still provides tremendous 
economic advantages from integration for both advanced and less-developed 
member countries. Poorer peripheral countries have received billions of euros 
from the EU budget as assistance for underdeveloped regions, which have a 
per capita GDP less than 75 percent of the EU’s average. In 2014, for example, 
11 Central and Eastern European member countries paid €16.7 billion to the 
EU budget but received €43.7 billion from it, thus gaining €27 billion. The 
advanced  Western member countries invested in the poorer ones, establishing 
branches, subsidiaries, and value chains, and exported modern technology to 
less- developed member countries in order to exploit the possibility of much 
lower wages. This strategy helped to create modern high tech and semi-high tech 
sectors in countries previously without those industries and offered increased job 
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possibilities. Workers from poorer regions also moved to find jobs in wealthier 
countries and sent money home, strengthening consumption. Consequently, sev-
eral of the less-developed member countries began catching up with the most 
advanced ones. Spain and Ireland’s income levels had previously belonged to the 
 middle-income zone but eventually elevated into the high-income zone, defined 
as the top 20 percent of incomes from all countries in the world. Ireland emerged 
as one of the richest countries in Europe. This trend of catching up—which 
 elevated the average income level of the peripheries by 15 percent (from 40 to 65 
percent of the average West European level)—characterizes the Baltic and some 
Central European countries. Meanwhile, the stability of the EU also attracted 
more investment from outside. Inward investment grew from €23 billion in 1992 
to €159 billion by 2005.2

The rich Northwestern European member countries also greatly bene-
fited from selling their products on the huge, 500 million strong EU Single 
 Market. Selling in and producing for a large market made it possible to exploit 
the advantage of scale and scope, decrease the cost of production, and increase 
 productivity and profit. They also profited from providing credit for peripheral 
countries and building a Europe-wide banking network. Western banks are 
monopolizing the capital markets of the Eastern member countries, owning 
87  percent of the  banking sector in those countries. Western countries also 
benefited from the cheap labor in poorer countries by producing parts of their 
output in those member countries.

The agricultural sector and the peasant-farmer population in both the ad-
vanced and less-advanced member countries gained from the significant sub-
sidies that the EU paid for them. In certain periods, these subsidies constituted 
about 40 percent of the EU’s budget. In 2014, from the budget of €143 billion, 
 agriculture and natural resources received €60 billion; in the budgetary period 
of 2014–20, these sectors have received 42 percent altogether. It especially helped 
countries where the agricultural sector was more significant: thus, Poland and 
Bulgaria gained relatively much more than Germany or Belgium.

According to Andrei A. Levchenko and Jing Zhang’s calculations, the main 
winner from East-West integration is mostly the East.

For West European countries, the mean welfare gain from trade integra-
tion with Eastern Europe is 0.16 percent. For East European countries, the 
mean gains from trade are 9.23 percent … [but] 20 percent for Estonia. For 
the West European countries the welfare gains from intra-West European 
integration are on average 16 times larger than the gains from integration 
with Eastern Europe. The nearly 8-fold expansion in East  European exports 
between 1990 and 2007 far outpaces the growth of overall world trade. For 
geographical, historical, and political reasons the share of  Eastern Europe 
in total West European imports from the rest of the world remained stable 
at about 10 percent from the early 1960s to the early 1990s, but it reached 
24 percent by 2007.3 
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Citizens of all member countries, meanwhile, are not burdened by the EU for 
those impressive political, social, and economic advances. The amount mem-
ber countries’ citizens are paying to the joint budget of the EU is, according to 
Politico’s simple calculations, on average, equivalent to the price of a half cup of 
cappuccino per day. The citizens of the least developed Central European and 
Balkan member countries are paying only 15–25 percent of the price of a cup of 
cappuccino per day.4

Nevertheless, in spite of the tremendous advantages, the integration process 
is a rather difficult historical experience, and the EU has always had discontents. 
This is quite evident, especially considering European integration started after 
the climax of nationalist confrontations that had been occurring for more than a 
century. Although these conflicts culminated in World War II, which, in turn, 
generated an anti-nationalism reaction after the war, nationalist sentiment evi-
dently did not disappear; indeed, in various countries, it accompanied the entire 
history of the European Economic Community (later the European Union). 

Less than a decade after its foundation, the first major crisis hit the  Community 
in the form of President Charles de Gaulle’s “empty chair” policy, boycotting the 
Community’s meetings protecting national sovereignty in protest against the 
plan to change the voting system, and introducing the weighted majority vote in-
stead of the veto right of each member country. That was the very first  significant 
discontent with supra-nationalization and future federalizing plans. This crisis 
almost paralyzed further development for nearly two decades. 

In the 1980s, Margaret Thatcher, British prime minister, viciously opposed 
every additional integrating step of the Community, characterizing such efforts 
as attempts “to create a European superstate exercising a new dominance from 
Brussels” that ultimately aimed to realize a “utopian goal.”5 When the common 
currency was introduced at the turn of the millennium, Britain, Denmark, and 
Sweden opted out, and did not join the eurozone. In the 2010s, David  Cameron, 
then British prime minister, strongly opposed steps toward integrating the 
 member countries’ armies and suggested the reorganization of the EU as a simple 
free trade zone.

In the spring of 2005, the newly created draft Constitution of the EU was 
voted down by France and the Netherlands. “The rejection,” reported the New 
York Times, “could signal an abrupt halt to the expansion and unification of 
Europe, a process that has been met with growing disillusionment among the 
wealthier European Union members as needier countries like Bulgaria and 
 Poland have negotiated their entry.”6 The EU’s immigration policy met with 
the harshest possible resistance by Hungary, Poland, and the Czech Republic in 
2015–16. These countries flatly rejected obeying the EU’s decision. 

Discontent accompanied almost every major attempt or step toward further 
integration or enlargement. Indeed, it actually increased as the scissor of income 
inequality started opening from the 1980s onward after a half century of the 
 opposite trend. Inequality became rather significant within the member countries, 
closely following the general trend in the capitalist world from the late twentieth 
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century. Meanwhile, the aggressive enlargement toward the European peripheries 
dramatically transformed the EU. By the early twenty-first century, the EU, after 
several waves of enlargements in 1973, 1981, 1986, 1995, 2004, and 2007, already 
had 27 member countries. (In 2013, the 28th also joined.) The relative homoge-
neity of the economic and income levels in the six founding member countries 
already belonged to the past. A “suicidal over-enlargement”7 has  broken the eco-
nomic and social homogeneity of the EU. Less-developed members often revolted 
against the rich Western member countries that dominated “Brussels”, saying in 
public speeches that they are “exploitative” and “dictating,” even “colonizing.”

Nevertheless, sometimes stopping, sometimes slowing down, sometimes 
dropping certain plans for the future, the EU still continued down the road of 
integration. The discontents based on the defense of national sovereignty often 
opposed further integration beyond political alliances and/or free market agree-
ments, and, in some cases, opposed further enlargement. The crises, however, 
never endangered the existence of the Union.

The 2008 financial crisis opened a new chapter (one might say floodgates) for 
a continuous wave of devastating opposition and extreme discontent. True, the 
financial crisis hit the entire Union and spread from the financial sector to the 
real economy as well. Nevertheless, the impact of the Great Recession was rather 
different in the Northwestern European core than on the Southern and Eastern 
peripheries. The latter areas declined into an extremely deep crisis for nearly a 
decade: they were rendered unable to repay their debts, their banks collapsed, 
and the countries suffered tragic economic deterioration. Instead of formal equal 
membership, a sharp divide started separating the Western creditor and Southern 
and Eastern debtor member countries. This divide shattered the entire integra-
tion process and threatened the beginning of disintegration.

Since some of those peripheral countries had already introduced the com-
mon currency, their deep crisis endangered the euro as well. For the first time 
in the history of the EU, the possibility that the common currency, one of the 
major institutions and the symbol of unification, would collapse and that coun-
tries would drop out or deliberately leave the Union became a real possibility. 
Anti-EU parties in Britain and several other rich countries including France, 
the Netherlands, and Finland broadly propagated and discussed proposals for 
either excluding Greece from the eurozone or leaving the Union. As seen with 
“Grexit,” “Brexit,” and similar terms coined to denote the possible withdrawal of 
countries from EU, a new set of anti-EU terms appeared in the global vocabulary 
and were used in media discussions every day. 

In those difficult times, as a consequence, the entire political representation 
system of Europe was also shattered and undermined. The old center-right and 
center-left parties started losing large swaths of their members and voters as a 
 substantial number of people felt betrayed and not represented by their old parties. 
In some countries, the entire old party system collapsed. The center-left  parties—
government parties for decades that had often cooperated with center-right 
parties in grand coalitions—lost the most, and started disappearing completely.  
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The birth of new, sometimes leftist but mostly right-wing, populist opposition 
parties created a new political representation regime. They revolted against the 
establishment in their home countries but also strongly revolted against the EU. 
Its most shocking consequence was the British referendum to leave the EU.

The popularity of and the trust in the EU among the citizens of the  member 
countries gradually hit rock bottom. As the “Eurobarometer 74,” the EU’s 
 polling institution, reported in 2010, “For the first time in its history, the spring 
2010 Eurobarometer (EB73) recorded a situation where distrust in the European 
Union outweighed trust.”8 While in 2004, 50 percent of the member countries’ 
citizens trusted the EU institutions, and 36 percent did not, from 2009, confi-
dence started changing; by 2010, 47 percent did not, and only 43 percent trusted 
the EU. Distrust was 64, 60, and 55 percent in Britain, Greece, and Austria, 
respectively. 

By 2015 and 2016, however, a further dramatic decline characterized  peoples’ 
view of the Union. Besides years-long economic problems and unemployment, 
new and crucial crisis factors emerged: the migration crisis combined with  Islamist 
 terrorist attacks in several of the countries. These latter factors became the top 
 consideration of the people. Instead of 50 (2004) and then 47 percent (2010), only 
34 percent of the citizens of member countries had a positive view, and 35 percent 
trusted the EU, while 62 percent believed that their voice did not count.9

Despite being at the nadir of public opinion on the Union,  two-thirds of 
people still thought of themselves as EU citizens, and half of the population 
remained optimistic in the future of integration. The decade after the 2008 
financial crisis became the darkest decade of alienation from and discontents in 
the EU. 

This time, discontents and hostility against the EU, disturbances, and uncon-
trollable conflicts emerged in the Southern and Eastern neighborhoods around 
the EU. In spite of the efforts of the Union to pacify those neighborhoods and 
assist their development by signing association agreements and making efforts 
to admit as new members neighboring countries from the Western Balkans, 
 Turkey, and the Eastern neighbors of former Soviet republics such as Ukraine 
and Moldova, all of those efforts failed. For various reasons, hostile neighbors 
such as Russia and Turkey appeared at the Eastern and southeastern borders dur-
ing a time of cooling down in the relationship with the US. Combined with a 
weakened NATO alliance, this moment marked the first period of endangered 
security in the EU. China, an elevating new world power, also entered the ring 
with a huge investment against the EU in its soft Central European and Balkan 
belly, and attacked the cohesion of the member countries.

After a decade-long crisis, however, the EU emerged from the complex cri-
ses in 2017–18. The economy started growing again, the common currency 
was stabilized and regained its strength, and immigration came under control 
again. In key countries the most dangerous anti-EU populist parties could not 
break through in the West, although some became dominant in several of the 
 Mediterranean and Central European member countries. New and more flexible 
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plans were prepared and discussed, and further new integration steps were un-
dertaken within the eurozone. While a new chapter was seemingly opening 
for the development of the EU, new clouds also gathered on the horizon again. 
 Anti-EU populism did not lose strength; to the contrary, it gained new steam 
and conquered countries such as Austria and Italy. Anti-Brussels populist groups 
and governments had a strong grip on Central Europe, penetrated by hostile 
rivals of Russia and China. While new plans were in the making, conflicts and 
discontents remained potentially devastating dangers.
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