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European integration studies have found it difficult to produce cumulative research. Some may argue that cumulative knowledge is always hard to come by in area studies.
 Yet Europe has traditionally been a rewarding laboratory for scholars in search of answers to basic questions. Various subfields in political science draw empirically primarily from the “area of Europe”: political parties, mass public opinion, welfare regimes, systems of industrial relations, public administration, public policy, social movements, or value change.  

There are several reasons why European integration studies have made a poor showing in cumulative research. One is that European integration has often been perceived as a unique case. Despite Giovanni Sartori’s warning that “he who knows only one country knows none” (Sartori 1991) many EU scholars have been reluctant to consider the EU as one case within an n larger than one.
 Ironically, the study of regional integration in Europe began as a distinctly comparative-historical enterprise. Ernie Haas (1958, 1960, 1964) wrote about various forms of regional integration that were emerging in postwar Europe, including the Nordic Council, the Council of Europe, NATO, the Western European Union and the predecessors of the European Community, such as the ECSC. He also analyzed global forms of integration, such as the International Labor Organization, a study that had a strong influence on his formulation of neofunctionalism (Haas 1964). Karl Deutsch, another intellectual parent of regional integration studies, placed his work in a broad comparative-historical framework concerned with state and community formation in multinational empires. His examples were the Austro-Hungarian empire, national states like Britain, Switzerland or Italy, and international organizations like NATO and the European Community (Deutsch et al. 1957). Philippe Schmitter (1970) elaborated this comparative regional integration framework and took it to Latin America, and Joseph Nye (1968) sought to apply it to other parts of the world. 

Two real-world developments dealt a blow to this auspicious trend. By the end of the 1960s, it was clear that efforts at regional integration outside Europe had made little progress, and in many cases they had regressed. The collapse of the Bretton Woods system in the early 1970s consolidated this development as the ensuing worldwide economic crisis ushered in a long decade of national protectionism. The second development was, strangely, the very success of the European Community. The extraordinary pace and depth of integration seemed to set this enterprise apart from faltering integration efforts elsewhere. Even when the rest of the world closed itself off from regional integration, the European Community stayed put and, despite much-publicized Eurosclerosis, enlarged its membership as well as deepened integration. 

Regional integration theory fell victim to these twin developments. Ernie Haas (1975) explicitly confirmed its obsolescence. Karl Deutsch implicitly consented as he moved on to study security issues, and Philippe Schmitter redirected his intellectual energies to a distinctly national phenomenon—neocorporatism. This cleared the path for criticisms on the significance of European integration itself. Several leading comparative scholars and European integration students of the first hour led the attack (Hoffmann 1966; Inglehart 1967). This pushed the study of the European Community in the doldrums during much of the 1970s and the 1980s. A small group of students, most of them committed to the political idea of European integration, kept the field on the map. However, the bridges to regional integration studies were in disrepair, and this had consequences. European integration studies became a backwater of international relations. In comparative politics, the failure of regional integration theory coincided with the proliferation of major collaborative programs for crossnational data collection on household spending, welfare state development, public opinion, values, and elections. Comparativists were drawn to these new national-level data—and drawn away from European integration. The few remaining students of European integration were isolated; and European integration became a unique case. Reluctance to compare and contrast across time and space since kept EU studies relatively insulated from developments in political science, and this impeded innovative theory building. 

Another reason for the poor record of cumulative research is that few theorists have shown interest in translating their conceptual models into testable hypotheses. The earlier theorists, again, proved a partial exception, but their operationalizations led to complex, quasi-indeterminate models that were difficult to test. As the Haas-Schmitter neofunctionalist models and the Deutschian transactional approach were amended over time, they became unwieldy instruments of description (or prescription) rather than devices for causal testing. But not all blame should be laid at the feet of theorists. Very few empirical EU scholars have devoted attention to systematic testing of competing theories against evidence. This lukewarm enthusiasm for comparing and contrasting across concepts has hampered theory selection. In a recent European Community Studies Association forum on the state of the discipline (1997), Andrew Moravcsik puts forth four reasons for this reluctance to subject theories to testing:

· Few studies rest on explicit hypotheses that offer standards of disconfirmation.

· Few studies test alternative theories. Most proffer evidence that supports their preferred explanation.
· Few studies engage in comparative analysis; most are single-case studies or pick cases without much systematic attention to selection bias.

· Few studies use “hard” primary sources.

One may argue that much of political science has regularly committed one or several of these sins. Yet these lacunae have been particularly pronounced in the study of the European Union. 

Theories of the EC/EU as a macro-system have traditionally been privileged to theories comparing elements of the EU with elements of other polities. Macro-theories are by nature more impervious to testing. One needs either credible competition from a rival macro-theory, or a means to carve up the larger theory in hypotheses pertaining to clearly delineated parts. Neither of these conditions was present in European integration studies—until the last decade of the 20th century. 

For a long time, the conditions for theoretical progress through theory competition were not ideal. Neofunctionalism was the only game in town until the early 1970s, and then it imploded under the weight of changing world politics and its own complexity—not as a result of competition with a superior rival theory. To the extent that scholars of the next generation were concerned with theorizing, state-centric or “intergovernmentalist” theories were hegemonic. Early intergovernmentalist theorizing was heavily indebted to neorealism, but it unraveled in the face of disconfirming political events in the mid-1980s: the Single European Act, and the subsequent resurgence of European integration. Just as neofunctionalism one-and-a-half decades earlier, neorealism did not put up much of a fight to uphold an unsustainable theory (exceptions: Grieco 1995; Mann 1993; Mearsheimer 1990). A more sophisticated liberal intergovernmentalist model, rooted in institutional contractualism, supplanted neorealism (Hoffmann and Keohane 1991). But where was the rival theory? This lack of explicit dialogue between theoretical rivals is in stark contrast with what happened in the field of international relations, where controversies between neorealism and its opponents, and more recently between positivist and constructivist approaches, have defined the field. 

Only over the past ten years has real competition among macro-theoretical models emerged: liberal intergovernmentalism (Hoffmann and Keohane 1991; Martin 1993, 2000; Milner 1997; Moravcsik 1993, 1998), a revised neofunctionalist-transactional model (Sandholtz 1996; Stone Sweet and Brunnell 1996; Stone Sweet and Sandholtz 1998), and multi-level governance (Hooghe and Marks 2000; Jachtenfuchs and Kohler-Koch 1995; Marks 1992, 1996; Marks, Hooghe, Blank 1996; Scharpf 1994). Each theoretical alternative has the ambition to compare the EU with other “cases” on specified second-order dimensions (Marks 1997). For the first time in the study of European integration, EU students are invited to disconfirm competing theories. And yet, even before these approaches have been systematically elaborated and tested, some scholars have called for an end to this “sterile debate” between competing macro-theories (Hix 1994; Peterson 1997). A major reason for this lies with the return of the comparativists. 

The renewed fascination of comparativists with European integration is arguably the single-most important development in European integration studies since the doldrums of the 1970s. Comparativists flocked back first of all to mine the new EU-level datasets that began to accumulate from the 1980s. The most popular source is the European Union’s own Eurobarometer initiative, which began only in 1974 to monitor public opinion in Europe on European integration using national surveys (Reif and Inglehart 1991). Other sources include election data (since the first direct elections for the European Parliament in 1979), parliamentary votes (since the early 1980s), statistics compiled by the Commission on the implementation of EU directives (since the late 1980s), the growing number of European Court of Justice cases etc. This has allowed comparativists to finally plug in the European Union into the field’s mainstream theoretical models and methodologies, which generally require systematic data. 

At the same time, methodological progress facilitated the “repatriation” of comparativists into European integration studies. The first generation of sophisticated quantitative analyses that transfused mainstream comparative politics did not lend itself easily to modeling multi-level phenomena. For example, how could one estimate in one model the impact on policy outcomes in different countries, of a common EU policy and common EU political process factors, combined with particular domestic politics factors, as well as potential interaction effects? This changed when, in response to methodological challenges in American politics, progress was made on multi-level statistical analysis in the early 1990s. Crossnational analysis had largely rested on the assumption that domestic arenas are insulated islands. The common EU factor was usually assumed to behave as a random part of the error term. With multi-level analysis, new possibilities have opened up for incorporating EU level factors with domestic and subnational factors, and their interaction, in one and the same research design. 

The renaissance of European integration studies in the 1990s owes much to the influx of first-rate comparativists. They have introduced the central debates of their field, such as different theoretical perspectives on democratization, social movements, political parties, election studies, public opinion, interest groups, public administration, public policy, legislative studies or elite studies (Anderson 1995; Hix 1994, 1998; Lane 1997). Unlike international relations scholars who focus on the single question of why states collaborate, and therefore tend to compare the one case of the European Union with other regional or global regimes, comparativists seek to understand the elephant by disaggregating European integration into component processes, events, and phenomena.



This is a time of renaissance for European integration studies. Like a growing number of EU scholars, I believe that the best way to sustain this new creative energy is to integrate the study of the European Union into the various streams of political science.
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� This article is based on the prologue of my forthcoming book: The Commission and The Integration of Europe. Explaining Preferences (Cambridge University Press).


� This section is indebted to the forum published in the Review of the US-European Community Studies Association (1997). See: “Does the European Union Represent an n of 1?”, Forum discussion in ECSA Review, vol.10, 3 (1997) (James Caporaso, Gary Marks, Andrew Moravcsik, Mark Pollack). 
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