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Introduction

The purpose of this volume is to examine the relationship between
Ireland and the European Union. What difference has participa-
tion in European integration made to Ireland? The decision taken
in 1961 to seek membership of the European Economic Community
(EEC/EC), the original manifestation of the now European Union
(EU), formed part of a new national project for Irish political elites
begun in the late 1950s – the economic modernization of Ireland.
Since accession in 1973, the Irish story of membership has been, on
balance, a positive one. Despite such upsets as the Nice and Lisbon
Treaty referendums along the way, European Union membership has
allowed Ireland to take her economic and political place amongst the
nations of Europe.

Given its subject matter, the key analytical concept underpinning
this volume is that of Europeanization. Having gained widespread
currency amongst political scientists since the late 1990s, Euro-
peanization denotes the impact of participation in European inte-
gration processes on EU member states themselves. As a framework
for research, it has reflected the trend of scholars working on the EU
to switch their focus of attention from the European to the national
level and revisit the impact of the EU on the domestic. This is in
large part due to the increased salience of the EU as a result of over
15 years of continuous treaty reform and task expansion (beginning
with the Single European Act). ‘Europe’ has hit virtually all policy
areas, has added new dimensions to the domestic political arena and
has also given rise to institutional change at the national level, most
notably in national administrations. As a concept, Europeanization
is essentially contested, yet as a research agenda Europeanization
connects domestic and European politics and is an extremely use-
ful entry-point for greater understanding of the important changes
occurring in Irish politics, economy and society as a result of EU
membership (Graziano and Vink, 2006, p. 4; Featherstone, 2003,
p. 3; McGowan and Murphy, 2003).

1
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The most common interpretation of Europeanization is the top-
down ‘institutionalist’ perspective where the EU is seen to impact on
the policies, administrative structures and patterns of intermediation
of its member states. Within the top-down perspective, a myriad of
definitions of Europeanization exist with little agreement on how
to define the term. Keatinge (1984b) was one of the first authors
to refer to the ‘Europeanization of foreign policy’ in his study of
how Irish foreign policy had been reoriented as a consequence of
European Community entry. The most commonly cited definition
describes Europeanization as ‘an incremental process re-orientating
the direction and shape of politics to the degree that EC political
and economic dynamics become part of the organisational logic of
national politics and policy-making’ (Ladrech, 1994, p. 69). Héritier
has defined Europeanization as ‘the process of influence deriving
from European decisions and impacting member states’ policies and
political and administrative structures’ (Héritier et al., 2001, p. 3).
Radaelli defines it in broader terms as consisting of

processes of (a) construction, (b) diffusion and (c) institutionalisa-
tion of formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms,
styles, ‘ways of doing things’, and shared beliefs and norms
which are first defined and consolidated in the EU policy process
and then incorporated into the logic of domestic (national and
sub-national) discourse, political structures, and public policies.
(Radaelli, 2003)

These definitional examples illustrate the common tendency amongst
political scientists to assess the relative degree of Europeanization
across three domains or dimensions of change: policy, politics and
polity (Bache and Jordan, 2006; Bulmer and Radaelli, 2005; Börzel
and Risse, 2003, 2006). In the literature, the EU is found to impact
on the nature and content of domestic public policy (policy), the
issues, actors and actions of the domestic political process (politics),
and the constitutional and institutional architecture of the system
(polity).

Yet Europeanization is more than that; it is also a process of
structural change, variously affecting actors and institutions, ideas
and interests. Europeanization can represent the strengthening of
subnational governance within member states as a result of the EU’s
economic and social cohesion policies. It can ‘represent the restruc-
turing of the strategic opportunities available to domestic actors, as
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EU commitments, having a differential impact on such actors, may
serve as a source of leverage’ (Featherstone, 2003, p. 20). More-
over it encompasses the international positioning of the state in the
global economy, as membership of the EU is used as a way of man-
aging globalization. Its impact is typically incremental, irregular and
uneven over time and between locations, that is national and subna-
tional (Featherstone, 2003). It can also encompass the projection of
member state priorities into the EU. This volume adopts this broader
perspective of Europeanization.

It must also be acknowledged, however, that Europeanization on
its own is not a stand-alone theory. In order to answer how European
policies, rules and norms affection domestic political systems, Euro-
peanization scholars have employed, either explicitly or implicitly,
the broad spectrum of theories which, according to Graziano and
Vink (2006, p. 17) fall ‘under the umbrella of the so-called ‘new
institutionalism’. Using the methodology of process-tracing (the sys-
tematic description and analysis of empirical evidence), this volume
unpacks the historical context of key decisions, political events
and policy adaptations and also illuminates the causal mechanisms
through which European integration has mattered for the Irish politi-
cal system. The adoption of a broad institutionalist perspective helps
us isolate the key moments or critical junctures in European and
national policy and institutional change and the interaction between
the two. Where necessary, our investigations are couched within
longer-established meta-theoretical frames, for example historical
institutionalism and multilevel governance (as we will see in Chapters
3 and 6 for instance).

Before dissecting how the relationship between Ireland and the
European Union has led to changes in the politics, polity and policies
of the contemporary Ireland, we examine the path taken towards
membership of the EU. Chapter 1 examines the rationale behind
the choice for Europe by focusing on the key political and official
players. It explores the way in which the Irish state elite opted to
use membership of the EU as a way to modernize Ireland. The deci-
sion to apply for membership intersected with profound changes in
Ireland characterized by industrialization, urbanization and social
change. This decision was born out of the failure of the 1950s when
the Irish economy and society was trapped in stagnation and social
conservatism. Ireland was a poor rural country characterized by high
levels of emigration, economic dependence on the United Kingdom
and reliance on agricultural exports. In 1958 a decision was taken
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to open the Irish economy to international market forces and move
away from high levels of protectionism. Choosing Europe became
part and parcel of Ireland’s new national project. Chapter 2 pro-
vides an overview of how, once a member, Ireland adapted to the
demands of membership over time, tracing the impact of the EU on
the Irish economy, society and political system across time as Ireland
developed and the EU itself experienced deep change.

Chapter 3 explores the impact of the EU on the Irish polity focus-
ing on a key element of Ireland’s political system, the core executive
of government and administration. Employing an historical institu-
tionalist framework, we map the formal and informal organizational
and procedural devices or structures used to manage EU affairs in
Ireland, as well as dissecting the key relationships that govern this
management process and the role of the domestic agents actively
involved in the EU’s governance structure. The chapter also explores
the development of the capacity for the management of EU affairs
in Ireland over time.

Has Irish politics become Europeanized? Every five years, Irish
parliamentary politics takes on a European hue as candidates contest
European Parliament (EP) elections. European Parliament elections
across the EU have been cast as ‘second-order elections’, where they
become either votes of confidence for the incumbent governments
or ‘markers’ for future domestic electoral competitions. It is posited
that those who vote in second-order elections tend to vote in a less
strategic manner as these elections do not involve the creation of an
executive and thus it is perceived that less is at stake. In Chapter 4, we
see that Irish EP elections are clearly second-order elections, in terms
of both trends in electoral results and important campaign issues.
Irish political parties fight European election contests on national
issues and voters decide accordingly.

Chapter 5 continues our investigation into the impact of the EU on
Ireland’s political arena. We examine Irish attitudes to the EU over
time as expressed through referendums and public opinion polls.
The case of Ireland is unique in the EU because of the constitutional
and legal framework within which referendums are conducted. The
1987 Supreme Court judgement has established a very entrenched
norm of holding a referendum on all European treaties. In add-
ition, two landmark cases prescribe the conditions for financing
referendums and providing balanced information to the public. Pro-
and anti-EU actors in Ireland operate within a context whereby polit-
ical communication on European matters is carefully regulated. The
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challenge of referendums on European treaties is analysed in this
chapter.

Next we excavate the impact of the EU on domestic policy
and policy structures. Looking at territorial politics (Chapter 6),
economic governance, agriculture, environment, justice and home
affairs (Chapter 7) and foreign policy (Chapter 8), we investigate
how the EU has had an impact on key national policies. We show
how EU priorities and policy agendas can act as new opportunities
for domestic change in a positive direction. EU obligations can also
pose serious challenges for domestic policy makers as Irish priorities
come under pressure. For example, a core feature and value of Irish
foreign and security policy is non-membership of military alliances
(military neutrality). The recent development of a European security
pillar has proved deeply problematic for Ireland during key periods
of change.

Chapter 9 reflects on an important dimension of Ireland’s EU
membership: relations with Ireland’s nearest neighbour, Great
Britain, in the context of Northern Ireland. EU membership coin-
cided with the outbreak of communal conflict in Northern Ireland
in 1969, and the management of this conflict was and remains a
major focus of British–Irish relations since then. Membership of the
EU helped Ireland overcome the post-colonial legacy and provided a
multilateral context for the asymmetrical relationship between these
large and small states. Finally, Chapters 10 and 11 explore how EU
membership contributed to deep structural change within the Irish
economy in a globalized world. As a result of unprecedented eco-
nomic growth in the 1990s and the success in achieving economic
convergence and catch-up, Ireland has been invoked as a model for
other states in Europe and more widely. Chapter 10 examines the
Irish model of economic development in the EU, how it emerged,
what lessons can be learned and the challenges it faces in the future.
The concluding chapter, Chapter 11, reviews Ireland’s contribution
to the EU and what the EU has meant for Ireland.
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