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Abstract: This special issue aims at contributing simultaneously to two key literatures within 
analysis of the European Union (EU) which, until now, have developed in isolation of each 
other: one on differentiated integration, the other on defence policies in Europe. In so doing, 
it also brings together different theories of political economy and, thereby, more general 
analyses of politics and international relations.
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Differentiated Integration as a Research Agenda for EU Studies: 
Strengths and Blind-spots 

Analysis of the European Union in terms of differentiated integration first emerged 
in the mid-1990s (Stubb, 1996; Kölliker, 2001), and has since become one of the 
main prisms for studying the EU (Dyson, Sepos, 2010; Kelemen, Menon, Slapin, 
2014; Leruth, Lord, 2015; Schimmelfennig, Leuffen, Rittberger, 2015; CEP, 2019). 
In particular, this perspective has enabled in-depth analysis of the different causes 
and effects of opting-in (Schimmelfennig, 2014a, 2014b, 2016b; Schimmelfennig, 
Winzen, 2017) or opting-out (Adler-Nissen, 2009, 2014; Duttle, Holzinger, Malang 
et al., 2017) of various EU policies. Beyond encapsulating a structural political 
phenomenon, the concept of differentiated integration has enabled analysis to 
distinguish between a logic of ‘horizontal’ differentiation, and a ‘vertical’ one. A 
‘horizontal’ differentiation is defined as territorialised distinctions within the EU, 
whilst a ‘vertical’ one corresponds to the levels of power distribution between 
European, national and sub-national scales of political authority (Leuffen, 
Rittberger, Schimmelfennig, 2012; Rittberger, Leuffen, Schimmelfennig, 2014; 
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Schimmelfennig, 2014a, 2014b). It is therefore strictly distinct from the concept 
of disintegration (Vollaard, 2014; Rosamond, 2016), or that of the Europeanisation 
of national or subnational actors and practices (Fligstein, Mérand, 2002; Irondelle, 
2003; Britz, 2010; Faure, Hoeffler, 2015).

To date, classical integration theories have been the primary source of variables to 
explain differentiation (Adler-Nissen, 2009, 2014; McNamara, 2015; Schimmelfennig, 
2016a; Leruth, Gäntzle, Trondal, 2017; Schimmelfennig, 2019; Schimmelfennig, 
Winzen, 2019): intergovernmentalism (preferences and power bargaining), neo-
functionalism and historical institutionalism (spillover, asymmetric interdependence, 
levels of politicisation), practice theory (professional routines). Partly as a consequence 
of this, more general theories beyond EU studies have largely been side-lined. This 
has meant that despite their theoretical and methodological differences in terms of 
levels of analysis, existing studies of differentiated integration have thus far either 
been macro (distinguishing between member states) or meso (distinguishing between 
sectors) (Schimmelfennig, Winzen, 2014a; Schimmelfennig, Leuffen, Rittberger, 
2015; Schimmelfennig, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c; Winzen, Schimmelfennig, 2016).

 However, remaining at these levels of analysis runs the risk of interpreting both 
of the key cleavages which divide actors in the EU, as well as the relationships that 
bring others together, from variables and criteria that are either legal (Guiraudon, 
El Qadim, 2017), or make purely deductive assumptions about national interests 
and power. In fact, the concrete formation and concrete manifestations of ‘interests’ 
and ‘power’ are rarely actually studied in depth. As a result, policy analysis 
variables are largely omitted, i.e. a type of approach designed to enable research 
to capture the relationship between differentiated integration and public decision-
making by mobilising variables which require and guide primary data collation 
and new fieldwork. Indeed, apart from research into differentiated integration and 
politicisation (de Wilde, Leupold, Schmidtke, 2016), the overall research program 
of differentiated integration has yet to clarify how policies are actually made within 
the EU. Moreover, research on differentiated integration has largely ignored political 
economies of Europe, nations and sectors - i.e. the institutionally ordered forms of 
capitalism (Hall, Soskice, 2001; Jullien, Smith, 2014) within which deeper integration 
either takes place or does not (for some useful exceptions, Bickerton, 2019; Matthijs, 
Parsons, Toenshoff, 2019). In a nutshell, there is much to be gained by examining 
differentiated integration through the forms of policy analysis which incorporate 
political economy. Indeed, this approach can help explain both why differentiation 
occurred and how it has affected politics and economics within precise domains of 
policy. 

The Differentiated Integration of Defence in Europe:  
A New Analytical Challenge

Aspiring to begin to fill the gaps outlined above, the present special issue will focus 
uniquely on European defence policies, i.e. modes of public intervention regarding 
the military, their armaments and other equipment established by the member 
states (MS) and the EU itself. Since 2000, a rich literature has developed regarding 
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