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Abstract
Observers of the European Union (EU) agree that it suffers from a leader-
ship crisis. However, diagnoses of the precise nature of this crisis vary:
some lament the lack of strong, visionary leaders, while others argue that
the EU suffers from too much elite leadership. This article takes issue with
both diagnoses and argues that the root of Europe’s leadership crisis lies in
themisfit between the nature of EU leadership and the legitimating logic it is
rooted in. All leadership implies inequality and therefore requires solid
justification especially in the democratic European context. However, at
the European level, the vectors of legitimacy that provide such justification
are weak and contradictory, thereby tempting leaders to overstep the level
of justification bestowed on them. Making use of ideological and identity
leadership may help European leaders overcome themisfit between leader-
ship and legitimacy that lies at the root of the leadership crisis.
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INTRODUCTION

I
n recent years, the European Union
(EU) has had trouble finding adequate
common solutions for the policy pro-

blems it faces. While the declining level of

public trust has affected politics in gen-
eral, it appears to have limited the capa-
city of leaders to make decisions at the EU
level in particular. This has led several
observers to conclude that the EU is suf-
fering from a leadership crisis, which has
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been particularly noticeable with regard
to Europe’s attempts to deal with the
problems of the Eurozone (Cramme,
2011; Hayward, 2008, McNamara, 2010;
Westfall, 2013). This crisis goes beyond
posing a situational ‘threat to the basic
structures or the fundamental values and
norms’ (Boin et al, 2005: 2; ‘t Hart, 2014),
for in addition to endangering the European
economic and monetary union, it has
revealed a striking inability on the part of
European leaders and institutions to deal
with the problems in an adequate, timely
and coordinated fashion. What started out
as an economic crisis soon caused a serious
decline of the ‘symbolic frameworks legit-
imating the socio-political order’ of the EU
and thereby evolved into a full-fledged
institutional crisis (‘t Hart, 1993: 39;
2014).
Diagnoses of the precise nature and

causes of the European leadership crisis
vary. Some authors focus on the supply
side of leadership and argue the EU lacks
sufficient and strong leadership. Such ana-
lyses invariably result in a call upon key
European decision makers to step up to
the plate, and show some vision and
resolve (Cramme, 2011; Hayward, 2008;
Westfall, 2013; McNamara, 2010). While in
uncertain times, vision and personalitymay
indeed be consequential,1 a diagnosis of
the problems that relies solely on a model
of political leaders as visionary lone rangers
is incomplete at best. This diagnosis, for
instance, neglects the fact that power is
bestowed on leaders by their followers
(Nye, 2008), and the EU has been suffering
from a marked decline in legitimacy. While
the literature devoted to the issue of
legitimacy rarely invokes the concept of
leadership and speaks predominantly in
institutional terms, from a leadership per-
spective its conclusions are clear: if there is
to be any more European leadership it
should come in the form of the people
governing the people (cf. Barber, 1998).
This leaves us with two contradictory diag-
noses of the current European leadership

crisis: one that focuses on the supply side of
the leadership crisis and laments the lack of
strong, visionary leadership, and another
that takes a demand-side perspective and
argues that the EU suffers from too much
strong, visionary leadership.

In this article, I take issue with both
diagnoses and argue that rather than
suffering from too much or too little
leadership, the true nature of Europe’s
leadership crisis lies in the misfit
between the nature of EU leadership and
the legitimating logic it is rooted in. In
taking this approach, I join those scho-
lars working within leadership studies
who take a relational perspective on lea-
dership and emphasise the role of ideol-
ogy and social identification in forging a
bond between leaders and followers
(Burns, 1978; Haslam et al, 2011; Nye,
2008). In doing so, I argue that all lea-
der–follower relations create inequality
and therefore require solid justification,
especially in a democratic and European
context (see Helms, 2016). While sev-
eral vectors of legitimacy exist that
may provide such justification (Lord and
Magnette, 2004), at the European level
these vectors are weak and work against
each other. As a result, the actions of
European leaders often overstep the
level of justification bestowed on them.
Examples of leadership enacted during
the Euro crisis are used to show that it is
in this misfit between leadership and
legitimating logic that the root of the

‘...Rather than suffering
from too much or too

little leadership, the true
nature of Europe’s

leadership crisis lies in
the misfit between the
nature of EU leadership

and the legitimating logic
it is rooted in’.
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European leadership crisis rests. The
article concludes with offering some sug-
gestions on how leaders can deal with
this misfit.

BETWEEN THE VISIONARY
LONE RANGER AND
FOLLOWING THE MOB

The call for more European leadership is
often a call for transformational leader-
ship. A transformational leader mobilises
followers through stories ‘of ideals and
aspirations, and is prepared to risk the
political costs of ideological opposition to
it’ (‘t Hart, 2014; cf. Burns, 1978). In
other words, when called to step up to
the plate, European leaders are urged to
throw caution and self-interest in the wind
and present a grand vision for the future
of Europe. These calls are often personi-
fied and directed at the Heads of State or
Government (most notably the ‘Empress
of Europe’, the German Chancellor Angela
Merkel), the Franco-German axis, or the
President of the European Commission. In
addition, they are accompanied by a long-
ing for the good old days and European
leaders who – according to legend – did
have the resolve, personality and belief to
provide ‘true’ leadership. For, if only Chan-
cellor Merkel had the European commit-
ment of Helmut Kohl, if Jacques Delors
was still at the helm, if the current
Franco-German axis was rooted in a per-
sonal bond as strong as Adenauer and De
Gaulle’s, Europe would not be in such
disarray.
Though somewhat naive, there is a cer-

tain logic to this perspective: when the
institutions, the directives and the inter-
institutional agreements fail, when poli-
tical talks on reform are hopelessly
deadlocked, agency and power are the
only factors left to turn to. The idea that
an institutional perspective may explain
stability, but a combination of agency,
ideas and power is needed to understand

change is well-rooted in the theoretical
state of the art on (European) policy
change (Kingdon, 1984; Sabatier, 1998;
Schmidt, 2008). So, when faced with
large-scale crises it is only logical that
many draw on this ‘wishdom’ and turn all
eyes on the transformative potential
embodied in key European leaders.

As a diagnosis of, and solution to the
current problems, however, this view is
one-sided, implausible andmorally flawed.
First, much of the hopes bestowed on the
visionary lone ranger are derived from
historical examples of great European lea-
dership. However, accounts of historical
events and the actions of leaders are often
simplified and a-historical (Gilbert, 2008;
Van Middelaar, 2013). Critical in-depth
analyses of such cases reveal that in reality
the French–German motor often faltered,
that the success of Jacques Delors was
highly dependent on the broader external
environment of his period in office, and
that only with the political clout offered by
the prospect of German reunification was
Helmut Kohl able to act on his long-stand-
ing pro-European vision (Cini, 2008; Cole,
2008; Paterson, 2008; Van Esch, 2012).
And while this is not to discard the trans-
formative effect somepolitical leadersmay
have had on the world, it is evident that
these and other studies do suggest that
capable leadership only accounts for
a fraction of a successful outcome
(Kahnemann, 2011; Nye, 2008).

At the same time, it is evident that the
opportunity to learn from, or repeat his-
torical successes is hampered by the fact
that the European political arena, as well
as the European electorate has changed
dramatically in recent decades. The enlar-
gement of the EU to 28 states not only
makes reliance on leadership by one (or a
tandem of) member state(s) politically
unlikely, it also severely limits the room
for pan-European agreement (Paterson,
2008; Schild, 2010; Krotz and Schild,
2013). In addition, recent years have
seen a trend towards the polarisation of
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European politics and the Euro crisis has
shown that the EU has significant distribu-
tive consequences for its member states
and people (Majone, 2014; Scharpf,
2011). This has not only led to a diver-
gence of interests among the member
states, but also contributed to the rise of
the so-called ‘dismissive dissensus’
among the ever more critical and better-
informed European people. Although suc-
cessful leadership is surely not impossible
(Cramme, 2011), in such an environment
even the heroes of Europe’s past would be
hard pressed to offer a solution to the
current crisis.
More fundamentally, however, is the

normative question of whether we truly
want European leaders to be visionary
lone rangers? I suspect not. In fact, many
people would argue that there have been
far too many lone visionary rangers in the
history of the European Union. Two char-
acteristics make the concept of lone
visionary ranger highly unattractive and
potentially toxic for the future of Europe.
First, when people talk about ‘vision’ in
the European context, they often have a
pre-defined vision inmind, which is that of
the ever-closer union. However, this
vision is well on its way to being discre-
dited. Many people support their country
to be a member of the EU, but grand plans
for federalisation or political unification of
the EU no longer appeal to large sections
of the European population. As Nye
(2008: 19) explains, leadership is the
power to orient and mobilise others and
therefore ‘implies followers who move in
the same direction’. In other words, vision
without supporters is not leadership
(Haslam et al, 2011: 42).
The second problem with the visionary

lone ranger concept is that it implies
directive, top-down leadership. The
advantages of this form of leadership are
clear: it promises determinate and effec-
tive action. However, top-down leadership
may be at odds with the democratic ideals
of the EU and the sovereignty of its

member states (Kane and Patapan, 2012;
Barber, 1998). Moreover, the hierarchy
implied in the concept of visionary lone
ranger is problematic from a European his-
torical perspective. The sensitivities it
evokes and problems it creates are best
illustrated by the calls on Germany to take
its place as the de facto European economic
and political superpower. Not coincidentally,
these calls are most often heard at the
other side of the Atlantic. As illustrated by
the public back-lash following the German
harsh stance during the negotiations after
the Greek referendum of July 2015, few
Europeans welcome a(nother) German
hegemony in Europe (Camisão, 2012;
Chandler, 2015; Myers, 2013; Nicolaidis,
2007). In fact, the whole rationale behind
European integration and the Euro was to
prevent another German hegemony (Van
Esch, 2012; Dyson et al, 1995).2

In fact, the fragmented institutional
design of the EU that is often listed as an
impediment to European leadership
(Cramme, 2011; cf. Teles, 2015) was
specifically designed to prevent decision
making to be dominated by a single strong
leader (Van Middelaar, 2013). Division of
power may hamper swift and efficient
decision making, but the EU’s raison

‘In moments of crisis, it
is tempting to invoke

power and
determination. However,

leadership is
“inseparable from

follower’s needs and
goals”, and just like a

vision without followers,
the wielding of naked

power does not
constitute leadership
(Burns, 1978: 29)’.



38 european political science:  16 2017 the nature of the european leadership crisis

d'être provides ample reason for why
Angela Merkel should have stubbornly
refused to ascent the throne as the
Empress of Europe. In moments of crisis,
it is tempting to invoke power and deter-
mination. However, leadership is ‘insepar-
able from follower’s needs and goals’, and
just like a vision without followers, the
wielding of naked power does not consti-
tute leadership (Burns, 1978: 29). In fact,
rather than a panacea, vision and naked
power may actually prove a toxic mix in a
historically burdened Europe struggling to
increase its democratic credentials.
The inherent tension between the con-

cept of visionary lone ranger leadership
and democratic values is precisely where
students of the democratic deficit feel the
root of its problems lies (cf. Moravcsik,
2002). While they do not explicitly evoke
the concept of leadership, the diagnosis
that the EU suffers from a lack of input
democracy suggests EU leadership is too
much of top-down process. In its extreme
form this position aligns with the concep-
tualisation of leadership implied in the
much quoted phrase ‘there go the people,
I must follow them, for I am their leader’
ascribed to French politician Ledru-Rollin.
Democratic deficit studies propose var-

ious institutional solutions that include the
expansion of themandate of the European
and national parliaments, increased trans-
parency of Council deliberation and the
direct election of Commission President.
Many of these proposals have made their
way into the European system and prac-
tice over the last decade. The assumption
underlying these measures is that if
only the people are granted more input,
they will regard the EU asmore legitimate.
But it is doubtful that this assumption
bears out in reality. In fact, for all the
advances in EU’s transparency and input
democracy, there is little evidence these
measures have had any significant effect
on the trust European citizens bestow
on the EU (Camisão, 2012; Hobolt, 2014;
Nicolaidis, 2007).

Further doubt about whether the leader-
ship crisis may be solved by more govern-
ment by the people is cast by studies that
take a representative perspective on
democracy. Although conclusions vary,
contrary to popular belief most of these
studies conclude that a relatively high con-
gruence exists between the preferences of
the people and the elite’s views in terms of
pro, or anti-European positions, left–right
ideology and issue saliency (Arnold et al,
2012; Carruba, 2001). Yet it is still the
case that the legitimacy of, and peoples’
trust in the EU has declined. All in all, both
the diagnosis that the EU suffers from too
much, and too little leadership are thus
implausible. This raises the question what
is at the core of the current leadership
crisis?

INEQUALITY AND THE
VECTORS OF LEGITIMATE
LEADERSHIP

The perspective on leadership in EU stu-
dies is often general, unitary and personi-
fied. However, the European political
system is highly fragmented and includes
many actors, institutions and groups that
may provide leadership. In a liberal inter-
national economic system even an unli-
kely actor like the incoherent and loosely
tied collective of the financial markets
may exert leadership. Moreover, in the
complex European political system most
actors are simultaneously involved in
multiple leader–follower relations. Heads
of State or Government (HSoG), for
instance, not only act as formal leaders of
their national constituency, but are at the
same time a leader or follower in relation
to other HSoG in the European Council.
Powerful national leaders like Chancellor
Merkel are looked upon to provide gui-
dance for Europe as a whole. To add to
this dual (or triple) hat syndrome (Ansell
et al, 2010; Evans et al, 1993), the
national balance of power may even force
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powerful leaders to become close fol-
lowers of the will of their people.
As actors’ ‘capacity to influence others

always depends on who those others are’
(Haslam et al, 2011: 18), the specifics of
each of these leader–follower relationships
must be taken into account when assessing
leadership. Each leadership relation
demands a different style and behaviour
and juggling these different, and sometimes
irreconcilable, demands requires great poli-
tical sensitivity. Key factors to take into
account in this balancing act are the
inequality implied in all leader–follower rela-
tions and the ‘vectors of legitimacy’ that
justify why leaders may exercise power
over followers (see Helms, 2016; Haslam
et al, 2011; Lord and Magnette, 2004).
As Helms argues in the introduction to

this special section ‘leadership-follower
relations are essentially defined by struc-
tural inequality’ (Helms, 2016; cf. Teles,
2015: 34). This makes leadership diffi-
cult to justify in a democratic system and
the European context. The EU is based on
cooperation between sovereign people
and states. Their right to self-determina-
tion is in essence a right not to be led by
others. This inherent tension between
leadership and self-determination raises
its head in the relations between the
European member states and their peo-
ple, among the HSoG and between
national parliaments. The tension this
may cause is particularly strikingly illu-
strated by the Greek referendum on the
conditions for the second bail-out in July
2015. While the Greek people exercised
their democratic right to reject the poten-
tially devastating agreement, the other
European leaders retorted that the refer-
endum could not trump their say over the
conditions for the loans. The fact that
both parties were right in their fully
incompatible and irreconcilable claims
shows that while often criticised, given
the sovereign status of its member states
and democratic aspirations, the internal
European leadership style is necessarily

collaborative and consensual (Scharpf,
2011).

Yet, calls for strong and top-down leader-
ship do not emerge out of nowhere and
may actually be rational. As theories on
principal-agency, free-riding and hegemo-
nic stability suggest, leadership can be
highly beneficial to followers because it
may provide them with desirable output at
low costs (cf. Haslam et al, 2011; Nye,
2008). However, the emphasis these the-
ories put on followers’ potential gain indi-
cates that even when called for, the
inequality implied in any leadership relation
requires legitimation by reference to its
followers.

There are several grounds on which
leadership may be seen as legitimate by
followers. Reflecting on the debate on the
democratic deficit and legitimacy in
European Studies, Lord and Magnette
(2004) have combined the various logics
justifying EU governance into four
so-called ‘vectors of legitimacy’. While
their perspective is institutional, these
vectors may also shed light on why Eur-
opean leaders may have the right to lead
others. In fact, the metaphor of a vector of
legitimacy aligns perfectly with the rela-
tional perspective on leadership taken in
this article. A vector can be defined as
‘having direction as well as magnitude,
especially as determining the position of
one point in space relative to another’
(Oxford dictionary). Metaphorically, it may
thus be seen to simultaneously define the
relationship between a leader and follower
by indicating the direction of the hierarchy,
as well as to constitute the force that binds
them together. As is the case in Science
andMathematics, the vectors of legitimacy
may vary in strength on a case-by-case
basis and ‘sometimes reinforce, and at
other times, pull against one another’
(Lord and Magnette, 2004: 184).

Lord and Magnette distinguish four vec-
tors of legitimacy: indirect, parliamentar-
ian, technocratic and procedural. The
second and third vectors in particular are
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compatible with the agency approach
implied in leadership studies.3 The parlia-
mentarian vector relies on the power of
elections and presumes the outcome of
leadership reflects voters’ preferences.
The technocratic vector is rooted in the
legitimising power of expertise with its
promise to produce efficient outcomes.
While these two vectors can be usefully
applied to political leadership to explore
the European leadership crisis they are
insufficient. In drawing up their model,
Lord and Magnette were clearly inspired
by the current EU governance system and
dominant forms of legitimacy, and failed to
include two vectors pivotal to national and
subnational politics that are underdeve-
loped at the EU level: The vectors of ideol-
ogy and social identification (Burns, 1978;
Haslam et al, 2011). When these are taken
into account, a new model emerges that
sums up how leader–follower relations
may be justified in a democratic European
context (see Figure 1).
A first rationale for endowing leadership

upon an individual, institution or group is
the expectation that their expertise or com-
petence will allow them to make better
decisions and deliver more effective or effi-
cient results (Lord and Magnette, 2004:
185). This vector thus relies on a transac-
tional form of leadership, a form of output
legitimacy (Burns, 1978). Expert leader-
ship, however, also implies a form of what
Lord and Magnette call procedural legiti-
macy, the observance of due process and
given and equal rights. This dictates that all

followers must be treated equally and the
actions of technocrats should be free of bias
(Lord and Magnette, 2004: 187). Techno-
cratic expertise comes in two forms. First,
actors can possess rare subject specific
expertise that may be needed to solve
complex policy problems. This is the basis
on which, for instance, the (members of
the) European Central Bank (ECB) are
bestowed with the power to make mone-
tary policy for the Euro zone. Second,
actors can claim leadership on the basis of
the administrative position and compe-
tence needed to realise the objectives of
their organisation. National public officials
and bureaucrats may claim administrative
authority on this basis (Rhodes, 2014) and
the main example of a European actor that
may invoke this vector is the European
Commission.

The second vector of legitimacy rests
upon the democratic practice of elections.
Followers vote for politicians and thereby
provide themwith a leadership position on
the grounds that they will deliver policies
and outcomes that reflect voters’ prefer-
ences. This vector also relies on a transac-
tional form of leadership and implies a
form of procedural legitimacy. For, an
election should be conducted fairly and
according to the rules for its winner to be
seen as a legitimate leader (cf. Lord and
Magnette, 2004: 187). European actors
that may evoke the electoral vector of
legitimate leadership are the European
and national parliaments, and the HSoG
andministers in the European Council and

Expertise/Skill                                                            Effectiveness, efficiency

Election          Voters’ preference

Ideology                                                                     Values, utopia

Basis of Relation Output

Soc Identification Acknowledgment, belonging

Figure 1 Four vectors of legitimate leadership.
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Council of Ministers. One may even argue
that the position of European Commis-
sioners relies in part on a ‘stretched’ (and
therefore weaker) electoral vector of
legitimation as they are delegated to
their posts by the national governments
(cf. Kassim, 2016; Rhodes, 2014).
The third vector rests upon the ideolo-

gical connection between leaders and fol-
lowers for leadership to be seen as
legitimate. Ideological leadership relies
on mutual-held values and moral pur-
pose, as well as a shared vision or utopia
to forge a bond between leaders and fol-
lowers. An ideological leader thus attracts
followers by mobilising stories of ideals
and aspirations and the management of
meaning, and may stir up powerful pas-
sions. It is therefore a form of transforma-
tional rather than transactional leadership
and has great mobilising power (Bennister
et al, 2015; Burns, 1978). At the same
time, ideological leadership may be a
divisive force as its power partly derives
from its contrast and conflict with, and
quest against the values and visions
embodied in opposing ideologies. While
ideological leaders may become elected
leaders, world history is filled with leaders
of social movements that gained massive
followership without ever standing for, or
winning an election (‘t Hart, 2014).
And although much of politics is imbued
with ideology, in the EU it remains an
obscure phenomenon. However, with the
extension of its power into more distribu-
tive policy domains it is on the increase.
The vocal rivalry between right-wing anti-
Europeanists like Nigel Farrage of the UK
Independence (UKIP) party and his liberal
pro-European adversary Guy Verhofstadt,
constitutes ideological leadership. More-
over, the former Greek Minister of Finance,
Yanis Varoufakis’ power of attraction
over left-wing Europeans across continent
is based on ideological leadership. As
political leaders, the members of the
European Parliament and leaders in the
(European) Council are the most likely

candidates to exert European ideological
power.

The final vector of legitimation is
rooted in social identification and points
to leadership legitimised by a mutual
belonging of leader and follower to a
particular social group. The more leaders
are seen to be prototypical of that group,
the more their leadership is perceived as
a legitimate. Rooted deep in peoples’
psychology, Haslam et al (2011) show
that social identification forges very
strong and durable bonds and strong
transformational leaders like President
Barrack Obama use this mechanism to
mobilise great loyalty in their followers.4

In fact, as Haslam et al argue like in the
case of a football club, followers’ loyalty
to a proto-typical in-group leader may
survive many excruciating losses to
the team (Haslam et al, 2011: 47). At
first sight, social identification seems to
be notoriously underdeveloped at the
European level. For, although people
may identify with multiple social groups
at the same time, in the context of
international affairs and crises, people’s
national identification still trumps
European identification (Nicolaidis,
2007; cf. Risse, 2014). In fact, for some,
‘Brussels’ has become a very salient out-
group. It would be a mistake, however, to
conclude that the vector of social identifi-
cation is therefore missing from the Eur-
opean political arena. In fact, in its guise
of national identification it has a very sig-
nificant influence on the actions and legiti-
macy of the national representatives in
the Council of Ministers and particularly
the European Council.

Dependent on the context, these four
vectors of legitimacy have different
strength, forge bonds between different
sets of actors, and may reinforce or work
against each other. The one constant,
however, is that for any leadership rela-
tion to be legitimate, its inherent inequal-
ity must be balanced by a vector of proper
nature and strength.
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THE SEEDS OF THE EU
LEADERSHIP CRISIS

Given the EU’s democratic aspirations
and sovereignty of its member states
and people, any act of leadership
requires strong justification. However,
the European political arena is charac-
terised by weak vectors and its complex
and fragmented nature induces the dif-
ferent vectors to work against each
other. As this complicates balancing the
need for leadership and its grounds for
legitimacy, European leaders are easily
tempted to overstep their legitimate
authority.
First, all the four vectors of legitimate

leadership are weaker at the European
than at the national level. The weakness
of the electoral vector has been well
documented in European studies. The
European parliamentary elections have a
low turn-out and are still secondary elec-
tions. Moreover, parliamentary control
over the (European) Council and the
input of national leaders is difficult, put-
ting into question the legitimacy their
actions. In contrast, until recently, the
strength of the technocratic vector of
legitimacy in itself was rarely questioned.
Criticism of the European Commission
and ECB more often concerns them over-
stepping their technocratic authority by
adopting a political role (Cini, 2008; cf
Kassim, 2016). However, the Euro crisis
changed this and has put into question
whether the one-size-fits-all policies of
the ECB can meet the implied procedural
requirement of equal treatment in an
economic zone as diverse as the Euro
zone (Scharpf, 2011). Moreover, both
the technocratic and electoral vectors
are transactional in nature and rely on
output legitimacy. The economic down-
turn and political instability caused by the
prolonged crisis has dealt a serious blow
to the output legitimacy and ‘licence to
operate’ of its elected and technocratic
leaders (Scharpf, 2011).

Transformational forms of leadership
generate more unconditional and enduring
loyalties that may transcend crises. How-
ever, at the European level, ideological and
social identity leadership are underdeve-
loped. The perceived character of the EU
as a complex, technocratic regulatory
state has rendered it a depoliticised politi-
cal space and even the more polarised
debates of recent years centre around
more or less Europe rather than rivalling
ideological visions of (E)utopia. As for
social identification, many Europeans have
some feeling of being European topped up
on their – still dominant – national self-
identification (Risse, 2014). However,
when European leaders play the social
identification card, it is almost invariably
national in nature. In fact, the Euro crisis
witnessed an increase in identity leader-
ship emphasising the divisive and exclu-
sive rather than the unifying and inclusive
potential of national identities (Haslam
et al, 2011). As the emergence of a
European demos seems unlikely, the pos-
sibility of propping up Europe’s leadership
capacity by invoking social identification
seems daunting (but see below).

‘Given the EU’s
democratic aspirations
and sovereignty of its

member states and
people, any act of

leadership requires
strong justification.

However, the European
political arena is

characterised by weak
vectors and its complex
and fragmented nature

induces the different
vectors to work against

each other’.
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In addition, at the national-level leader-
ship usually rests upon a combination of
mutually reinforcing vectors, with leaders
claiming authority on a combination of
competence, public support, ideological
vision or proto-typicality. In the complex
EU system, however, the vectors of legiti-
macy often work against each other. For
example, while the authority of the ECB
and European Commission primarily relies
on their technocratic expertise, their offi-
cials are national delegates and could to
some extent claim legitimacy on the basis
of social identification or a ‘stretched’ elec-
toral vector. However, rather than to for-
tify, this weakens their legitimacy by
binding them to their national following
and compromising their neutrality. This
effect is not imaginary as studies show that
the preferences of Commission and ECB
officials indeed have distinct national char-
acteristics (Hooghe, 2005; De Jong and
Van Esch, 2015; Bennani, 2015). In fact,
during the Euro crisis the clashes of opinion
among the governors of the ECB were so
violent that it was forced to deviate from its
long-standing tradition of consensus deci-
sion making, and caused two German cen-
tral bankers to step down. This seriously
challenges the a-political and objective
status of the ECB’s policies and jeopardises
its technocratic legitimacy.5

Finally, European leaders must cater
different groups of followers but are
bound to these groups by different vec-
tors. Technocratic European leadership
caters the whole of Europe, electoral lea-
ders serve their constituency, ideological
leaders speak for kindred spirits and iden-
tity leaders mobilise members of the in-
group. Leaders have no basis to exercise
authority over followers that they are not
bound to through one of the vectors, but
may be tempted to do so in response to
calls for action from followers they do
represent. Again, an example may illus-
trate the point. As the head of Europe’s
political and economic powerhouse,
Chancellor Merkel has been looked upon

by many to lead Europe out of the crisis.
Merkel has the authority to lead the
German people and impose crisis mea-
sures on them on the basis of the vectors
of election and social identification and
may even be the ideological spokesperson
for her fellow advocates of austerity in
The Netherlands, Austria and Finland.
However, there is no basis on which she
can speak for Europe as awhole. Moreover,
even when her national constituency or
ideological supporters demand her to do
so, there is no vector of legitimate leader-
ship that authorised her to ‘impose special
sacrifices on the citizens of Greece or
Portugal or of any other member state’
(Scharpf, 2011: 29). Europe is dealingwith
a dual crisis and Merkel’s crisis measures
were aimed at solving the economic crisis.
However, by overstepping the vectors of
legitimacy she has deepened Europe’s lea-
dership crisis.

CONCLUSIONS

Part of the problems described in this arti-
cle are of an institutional origin: the ambig-
uous design of the EU and EMU, and the
lack of a proper EU crisis mechanism. This
governance structure was once built by
European leaders that were bound by their
vectors of legitimate leadership, which now
contributes to the decline in trust that
restricts current European leaders. As
Europe struggles to find a way out of
its economic and leadership crisis, it is
imperative not to deepen the latter in name
of the former. In a democratic Europe, even

‘As Europe struggles to
find a way out of its

economic and leadership
crisis, it is imperative not

to deepen the latter in
name of the former’.
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crisis leadership must be rooted solidly in
the vectors of legitimacy.
However, leadership is not only about

legitimacy but also about action and
agency, so how can European leaders
meet the demand for adequate, legiti-
mate leadership? While answering this
question would require a more extensive
study than this, the reflections above offer
some suggestions. First, rather than to
see them as a barrier, leaders could use
the specific strengths of each vector and
the fragmented European system to their
advantage to exercise collaborative lea-
dership. Each of the many potential
European leaders has a different follower-
ship and basis of legitimacy. While this
may limit their individual leadership capa-
city, by combining their authority they
may cater many different groups of fol-
lowers and still respect the boundaries of
legitimate leadership. In fact, the history
of European integration suggests that
combining different forms of leadership
can be effective (Cramme, 2011: 48).
In any way, collaborative leadership suits
the European consensus culture much
better than visionary lone leadership.
Second, to increase their legitimate lea-

dership capacity, European leaders should
explore the potential of ideology and social
identification. Transactional forms of lea-
dership tend to be individualistic and
invoke rational calculation and do not fos-
ter the sense of solidarity and community
that forges strong and durable political
bonds among the European Union and its
people. The discussion above shows there
is pan-European mobilising potential in
ideologically based visions of ‘EUtopia’,
and at minimum ideological leadership
could further politicise the European politi-
cal space and boost turn-out for elections
to the European Parliament. Some leaders
may be wary of the potentially divisive
power of ideology, however, a mature poli-
tical system cannot be built on political
indifference. Europe needs to learn how to
deal with such conflicts through political

debate (Barber, 1998). Moreover, since
ideological cleavages do not align but cross
the divisions that the pervasive power of
national identity fosters at the EU level,
ideological leadership may in fact act as a
much needed counterforce to the increase
in nationalism the Euro crisis caused.

That said, social identification could be a
constructive and inclusive force in the
hands of able leaders. Identities are not
set in stone, they are social constructions
that may be moulded and redefined
by identity entrepreneurs. Eurosceptic
European leaders have proven to be very
skilled in this, but identity leadership may
also serve other objectives. Moreover,
European identity leadership does not
require the existence of a European
demos. In fact, given the attachment of
the European people to their national iden-
tity and their ‘unity in diversity’, building
inclusive national identities is likely to be
more successful (Nicolaidis, 2007; Haslam
et al, 2011). This, however, will not be an
easy task and it relies on prototypical lea-
ders to succeed, but all leadership is hard.

Naturally, the critical reflections at the
start of this article show that many before
me have called upon European leaders to
collaborate, provide vision and use the

‘Each of the many
potential European

leaders has a different
followership and basis of

legitimacy. While this
may limit their individual
leadership capacity, by

combining their authority
they may cater many

different groups of
followers and still respect

the boundaries of
legitimate leadership’.
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political passions of their followers
responsibly. And sure, leaders must be
prepared to risk losing leadership capital
in order to solve pressing problems, and
some of them will (Bennister et al, 2015;
‘t Hart, 2014). However, it would be naïve
simply to hope and pray for leaders to ‘do
the right thing’. It would be far better to
build an institutional context that provides
incentives for leaders to enact their lea-
dership in a collaborative, visionary and
inclusive fashion. Any institutional reform
resulting from the Euro crisis should take
this into account.
To end on a positive note, let us look at

an example of successful leadership. For
we may have forgotten about it in the
drama that followed, but the Euro crisis
witnessed at least one instance of strong
and legitimate leadership: The July 2012
announcement by ECB President Draghi
that the ECB would do everything it took
to save the Euro. Draghi’s statement was
preceded by months of failed crisis man-
agement and financial instability, but
when in September 2012 he announced
the establishment of the programme of
Outright Monetary Transactions (OMT) to
back up his claim, the markets calmed
down and the bond yields of the debtor
states started to drop. To date, not a

single euro of the OMT has been spend
and the intervention earned Draghi the
nickname of ‘Super Mario’.

There are four reasons that make this
act of leadership successful. First, Draghi
did not overstep his technocratic legiti-
macy as the measure was entirely sym-
bolic and did not cost the taxpayer any
money (‘t Hart, 1993). Second, as a
supranational European leader, his inter-
vention targeted part of his appropriate
followership, the international markets, to
stop them from harming the interest of
another part of his followership, the
European community of member states
and people. Third, not burdened by any
contradictory electoral demands and with
the monetary power of the ECB to back
him up, Draghi’s speech-act was able to
signal the implicit but reliable threat of
‘no further’ that the elected HSoG could
not. The final reason for success flags the
potential of European identity leadership
and falls into the domain that renders all
good leadership elusive and magical. For,
despite being the most undemocratic of
European leaders, Draghi adequately
sensed that the European people were
fed up with the havoc the financial market
wreaked and stepped in to protect ‘us’
from ‘them’.

Notes

1 See Van Esch and Swinkels (2015) for an overview of studies attesting to this.
2 Prevention of German hegemony was also a prime motivation for the German leaders (Van Esch, 2012;
Dyson et al, 1995).
3 The vector of indirect legitimacy takes a systemic perspective and argues that the EU’s legitimacy rests
upon the legitimacy of its ‘component states, on its respect for their sovereignty, and on its ability to serve
their purposes’. Procedural legitimacy refers to the legitimacy inferred by the ‘observance of due process
and given rights’ and is an essential part of the electoral and technocratic vector (Lord and Magnette,
2004: 185–87, see below).
4 See the explanatory video ‘The Speech that Made Obama President’ of his 2004 keynote speech at the
Democratic National Convention in Boston by THNKR (http://youtu.be/OFPwDe22CoY).
5 In addition, the ECB’s interventions indirectly put additional financial burden on the European taxpayers
and were deemed by some to violate the European treaties. They were therefore also perceived to
constitute a transgression of the ECB’s technocratic authority. Aware of the dangers of being seen as a
political actor to the authority of the ECB, Draghi continuously urged political leaders to take the
responsibility to solve the crisis.



46 european political science:  16 2017 the nature of the european leadership crisis

References

Ansell, C., Boin, A. and Keller, A. (2010) ‘Managing transboundary crises: Identifying the building blocks of
an effective response system’, Journal of Contingencies and Crisis Management 18(4): 195–207.

Arnold, C., Eliyahu, S. and Zapryanova, G. (2012) ‘Trust in the Institutions of the European Union: A
Cross-Country Examination’, European Integration Online Papers, 16: article 8.

Barber, B.R. (ed.) (1998) ‘Neither Leaders nor Followers: Citizenship under Strong Democracy’, in A
Passion for Democracy: American Essays, Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 95–110.

Bennani, H. (2015) ‘Dissecting the brains of central bankers: The case of the ECB’s governing council
members on reforms’, International Economics 141: 97–114.

Bennister, M., ‘t Hart, P. and Worthy, B. (2015) ‘Assessing the authority of political office-holders: The
leadership capital index’, West European Politics 38(3): 417–440.

Boin, A., ‘t Hart, P., Stern, E. and Sundelius, B. (2005) The Politics of Crisis Management: Public
Leadership Under Pressure, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Burns, J.M. (1978) Leadership, New York: Harper and Row.
Camisão, I. (2012) ‘Reflections on the concept of leadership: Shared leadership in the EU and the Euro

crisis’, Cuadernos Europeos de Deusto 74(12): 41–71.
Carruba, C.J. (2001) ‘The electoral connection in European Union politics’, The Journal of Politics 63(1):

141–158.
Cramme, O. (2011) ‘In Search of Leadership’, in L. Tsoukalis and J.A. Emmanouilidis (eds.) The

Delphic Oracle on Europe: Is There a Future for the European Union?, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
pp. 30–49.

Chandler, A. (2015) ‘Germany Wins a Negotiation Battle, but May Lose a PR War’. The Atlantic,http://
www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/07/germany-greece-debt-euro-zone/398870/,
accessed 17 July 2015.

Cini, M. (2008) ‘Political Leadership in the European Commission: The Santer and Prodi Com-
missions, 1995–2005’, in J. Hayward (ed.) Leaderless Europe, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
pp. 113–130.

Cole, A. (2008) ‘Franco-German Relations: From Active to Reactive Cooperation’, in J. Hayward (ed.)
Leaderless Europe, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 147–166.

De Jong, E. and Van Esch, F.A.W.J. (2015) ‘Culture Matters: French-German Conflicts on European Central
Bank Independence and Crisis Resolution’, in B. Jessop, B. Young and C.h. Scherrer (eds.) Financial
Cultures and Crisis Dynamics, London: Routledge, pp. 253–277.

Dyson, K., Featherstone, K. and Michalopoulos, G. (1995) ‘Strapped to the mast: EC central bankers
between global financial markets and regional integration’, Journal of European Public Policy 2(3):
465–487.

Evans, P.B., Jacobson, P.B. and Putnam, R.D. (1993) Double-Edged Diplomacy: International Bargaining
and Domestic Politics, Berkley: University of California Press.

Gilbert, M. (2008) ‘Narrating the process: Questioning the progressive story of European integration’,
Journal of Common Market Studies 46(3): 641–662.

Haslam, S.A., Reicher, S.D. and Platow, M.J. (2011) The New Psychology of Leadership: Identity,
Influence and Power, London: Psychology Press.

Hayward, J. (ed.) (2008) ‘Introduction: Inhibited Consensual Leadership Within an Interdependent
Confederal Europe’, in Leaderless Europe, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 1–12.

Helms, L. (2016, this issue of European Political Science) ‘Introduction: Leadership Questions in
Transnational European Governance’, European Political Science, doi:10.1057/eps.2015.113.

Hobolt, S.B. (2014) ‘A vote for the president? The role of Spitzenkandidaten in the 2014 European
parliament elections’, Journal of European Public Policy 21(10): 1528–1540.

Hooghe, L. (2005) ‘Several roads lead to international norms, but few via international socialization:
A case study of the European commission’, International Organization 59(4): 861–898.

Kahneman, D. (2011) Thinking, Fast and Slow, London: Penguin.
Kane, J. and Patapan, H. (2012) The Democratic Leader: How Democracy Defines, Empowers, and Limits

its Leaders, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kassim, H. (2016, this issue of European Political Science) ‘What’s New? A first Appraisal of the Juncker

Commission’, European Political Science, doi:10.1057/eps.2015.116.
Kingdon, J.W. (1984) Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, Boston: Little, Brown.
Krotz, U. and Schild, J. (2013) Shaping Europe: France, Germany, and Embedded Bilateralism from the

Elysée Treaty to Twenty-First Century Politics, Oxford: Oxford University Press.



femke van esch european political science:  16 2 017 47

Lord, C. and Magnette, P. (2004) ‘E pluribus unum? Creative disagreement about legitimacy in the EU’,
Journal of Common Market Studies 42(1): 183–202.

Majone, G. (2014) ‘From regulatory state to democratic default’, Journal of Common Market Studies
52(6): 1216–1223.

McNamara, K.R. (2010) ‘The Eurocrisis and the Uncertain Future of European integration’. Council on
Foreign Relations, Working Paper, New York: The Council of Foreign Relations.

Moravcsik, A. (2002) ‘The regulatory state and its legitimacy problems’, Journal of Common Market
Studies 40(4): 607–624.

Myers, M. (2013) ‘Leading by default: Perspectives and challenges for Germany in its reluctant EU
leadership role’, German Studies Review 36(1): 135–137.

Nicolaidis, K. (2007) ‘The new constitution as European “demoi-cracy”?’ Critical Review of International
Social and Political Philosophy 7(1): 76–93.

Nye, J.S. (2008) The Powers to Lead, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Paterson, W.E. (2008) ‘Did Germany and Germany Lead Europe? A Retrospect’, in J. Hayward (ed.)

Leaderless Europe, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 89–110.
Risse, T. (2014) ‘No demos? Identities and public spheres in the Euro crisis’, Journal of Common Market

Studies 52(6): 1207–1215.
Rhodes, R.A.W. (2014) ‘Public Administration’, in R.A.W. Rhodes and P. ‘t Hart (eds.) The Oxford Handbook

of Political Leadership, Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 101–116.
Sabatier, P. (1998) ‘An advocacy coalition framework: Revision and relevance for Europe’, Journal of

European Public Policy 5(1): 93–130.
Schild, J. (2010) ‘Mission impossible? The potential for Franco-German leadership in the enlarged EU’,

Journal of Common Market Studies 48(5): 1367–1390.
Schmidt, V.A. (2008) ‘Discursive institutionalism: The explanatory power of ideas and discourse’, Annual

Review of Political Science 11: 303–326.
Scharpf, F.W. (2011) ‘Legitimacy Intermediation in the Multilevel European Polity and its Collapse in the

Euro Crisis’. MPifG Discussion Paper 12(6), Köln: Max-Planck-Institut fur Gesellschaftsforschung.
Teles, F. (2015) ‘The distinctiveness of democratic political leadership’, Political Studies Review 13(1):

22–36.
‘t Hart, P. (1993) ‘Symbols, rituals and power: The lost dimensions of crisis management’, Journal of

Contingencies and Crisis Management 1(1): 36–50.
‘t Hart, P. (2014) Understanding Political Leadership, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Van Esch, F.A.W.J. (2012) ‘Why Germany wanted EMU. The role of Helmut Kohl’s belief-system and the fall

of the Berlin wall’, German Politics 21(1): 34–52.
Van Esch, F.A.W.J. and Swinkels, E.M. (2015) ‘Making sense of the Euro crisis: The influence of pressure

and personality’, West European Politics 38(6): 1203–1225.
Van Middelaar, L. (2013) The Passage to Europe, London: Yale University Press.
Westfall, A. (2013) ‘The consequences of crisis: A call for coordinated leadership’, German Studies Review

36(1): 140–142.

About the Author

Femke van Esch is an Assistant Professor of European Integration at the University of Utrecht,
The Netherlands. She specialises in the study of European Economic and Monetary Affairs
and leadership in the European Union. Her work has appeared in such journals as West
European Politics, The Journal of Contemporary European Studies, German Politics, The
Journal of Common Market Studies, and The European Political Science Review.


	the nature of the europeanleadership crisis and how tosolve it
	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	BETWEEN THE VISIONARYLONE RANGER ANDFOLLOWING THE MOB
	INEQUALITY AND THEVECTORS OF LEGITIMATELEADERSHIP
	THE SEEDS OF THE EULEADERSHIP CRISIS
	CONCLUSIONS
	Notes
	References




