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Supranational governance is being challenged by politicians and citizens
around the European Union as over-centralised and undemocratic. This
book is premised on the idea that polycentric governance, as developed by
Vincent and Elinor Ostrom, is a fruitful place to start in addressing this
challenge. Assessing the presence of, and potential for, polycentric
governance within the EU means approaching established principles
and practices from a new perspective. While the debate on these issues
is rich, longstanding and interdisciplinary, it has proven difficult to
sidestep the ‘renationalisation/federalisation’ dichotomy. The aim of this
Volume is not to reject the EU’s institutional structure but to provide a
different benchmark for the assessment of its functioning. Polycentric
theory highlights the importance of multilevel horizontal relationships
within the EU – between states, but also betweenmany sub-state actors, all
the way down to individuals. This helps us answer the question: how do
we achieve self-governance in an interdependent world?
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FOREWORD

I met Josephine van Zeben in 2013 when she was a visiting scholar at the
Vincent and Elinor Ostrom Workshop in Political Theory and Policy
Analysis, at Indiana University, Bloomington. The Ostrom Workshop
was then, and is now, a world-famous research and teaching institution
specializing on the application of a unique mode of institutional analysis
to a wide range of policy settings. Most outsiders are familiar only with
the Nobel Prize-winning research of Elinor Ostrom on community-
based management of resource commons. But Josephine realized that
Elinor Ostrom’s research program had been built upon the foundation
laid by Vincent Ostrom’s earlier conceptualization of the polycentric
governance typical of urban metropolitan areas in the United States.

The key message from both streams of research was that local com-
munities can become and remain self-governing only if they are
embedded within a broader political, economic, and social-cultural
regime that was supportive of these efforts. Josephine wanted to know
if the emerging structures and processes of governance in the European
Union can support this same kind of local self-governance, and if not,
then what reforms are needed to accomplish that goal?

She faced a huge challenge: nearly all of the examples of this mode of
institutional analyses were focused on local policy. Any effort to general-
ize these same principles to the continental scope and bureaucratic depth
of the EU would require considerable care. Although both Vincent and
Elinor Ostrom had passed away the year before, their writings remained
as a foundation for future development of their ideas. But it was impor-
tant to avoid getting lost in conceptual cul-de-sacs. For example, when-
ever Vincent Ostrom wrote about governance in Europe, he expressed
particular admiration for the lost complexity of the Holy Roman Empire!
And when Elinor Ostrom addressed issues of climate policy, she empha-
sized the potential benefits of policy changes at the level of cities or other
sub-national governments, and changes in consumer behavior, while
paying very little attention to the role of international treaties.

xv
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For the most part, then, Josephine, her co-editor Ana Bobić, and their
colleagues in this project have had to draw their own connections
between the abstractions of polycentric governance and the details of
the European Union. As a career-longWorkshopper, I must say that I am
very impressed with the dexterity with which they accomplish that task in
this book. I would like to briefly draw a potential reader’s attention to a
few particularly compelling aspects of their analysis.

Contributors to this Volume recognize that the increasingly complex
regulatory apparatus at the EU level remains incomplete (because mem-
ber states retain control over some important areas of policy) and
internally inconsistent (agencies’ areas of jurisdiction can overlap to a
bewildering extent). Using the concept of polycentricity, they can explain
why at least a minimal level of continued ambiguity in governance
processes might actually be a desirable condition, rather than a problem
to be solved.

I especially appreciated the way the authors shift attention away from
stale debates regarding the EU’s “democracy deficit” to focus instead on
the foundational requirement that local groups need to be able to gain
access to information about public policy that can help them identify the
sources of the problems they are facing, and to evaluate which institu-
tional options might be available to them. Several chapters highlight the
importance of nurturing horizontal ties of community that cut across the
nation states that comprise the EU. For example, they investigate the
extent to which current EU institutions and procedures make it easier or
more difficult for communities of “third-party nationals,” especially
refugees or immigrant communities from countries outside of the EU,
to connect with each other, share information, appeal for help from
regional, national, or supranational political authorities, or take direct
action to improve their current plight.

Through the lens of polycentricity, they bring into focus a rarely asked
but critical question: to what extent does the EU facilitate or hinder the
ability of under-resourced or vulnerable groups to govern themselves? In
this way, they shine new light on the never-ending search for justice,
which is a concern that has rarely been directly addressed in previous
institutional analyses done in the style of the Bloomington School.

All of the contributors to this Volume have demonstrated their ability
to draw accurate and insightful connections between the detailed opera-
tion of the European Union and the Ostroms’ deep understanding of
polycentric governance. Not only do they identify novel changes in EU
processes that might facilitate a fuller realization of the potential benefits

xvi foreword

www.cambridge.org/9781108423540
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-42354-0 — Polycentricity in the European Union
Edited by Josephine van Zeben , Ana Bobić 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

of polycentric governance; they also offer astute observations of likely
hurdles ahead. Anyone interested in either the EU or institutional ana-
lysis more generally should carefully consider the arguments made in this
fascinating Volume.

Michael D. McGinnis
Professor of Political Science, Associate Dean

of the College of Arts and Sciences, Indiana University
and former Director of the Vincent and Elinor

Ostrom Workshop in Political Theory and
Policy Analysis
July 20, 2018
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