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Preface

This book is intended to provide an accessible, yet solid introduction to the EU legal order.
This legal order is understood as building on a number of foundational principles, fleshed
out by a set of key actors, based on a sophisticated system of legal norms interacting
intimately with national legal systems.

The European Union is hard work. It could be tempting, in a contemporary introduction
to the EU legal order, to focus on the present and spare the reader the meanderings of
a historical journey. Nevertheless, the EU is not a given. Its strengths and weaknesses can
only be understood and critically examined when read in perspective, hence the attention
paid to foundational principles developed over time (Chapter 1).

The European Union is alive. An approach to an introduction to EU law could have been
to take the system of EU competences as the starting point, before setting out the institu-
tional landscape. The approach chosen here instead looks at those who shape and flesh out
the system of competences (Chapter 2), before insisting on the centrality of the principle of
conferral and setting out the related system of EU norms (Chapter 3). This is because the
boundaries and tools of EU law are ambitious, contested and subject to adjustments by key
players.

Emphasis is placed on the main institutional features of the EU legal order, as well as the
way it interacts with domestic legal systems in a unique fashion (Chapter 4), rather than on
EU substantive law. My intuition is that the main institutional features remain insuffi-
ciently understood, and therefore focusing on the machinery of the EU and thereby setting
the scene for a distinct study of EU substantive law is worth the time and effort. The extreme
importance of the structures of EU law, and their relevance for our daily lives, is illustrated
throughout the book, owing to multiple concrete examples of the relevant of institutional
rules and their operation in context.

The approach chosen across all four chapters is decidedly legal. The text explicitly relies
on concise direct quotes from primary sources of EU law and is supported with legal
references. It is indeed addressed to those willing to gain familiarity with the legal specifi-
cities of the EU. The intention is to make the law accessible and to incentivise the reader to
read directly from primary legal sources. Emphasis is on texts negotiated by Member
States and the main EU political institutions, as well as on key samples from case law.
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x | Preface

The selection of sources thus reflects the strengths and weaknesses of the system of checks
and balances representing the plurality of interests and related actors engaged in European
affairs.

The book is also an exercise of doctrinal legal analysis. While trying to keep the narrative
simple - for instance, by limiting abbreviations and acronyms, and avoiding unnecessary
EU jargon - it does not shy away from using traditional EU law terminology and categor-
isations. Even if at times contested and demanding for the reader, these are commonly relied
upon in EU affairs; their understanding is thus both necessary to whoever wishes to
understand the dynamics of EU law, and a precondition to any convincing critical analysis -
and possible attempts at deconstructing and reconstructing - in more advanced academic
scholarship.

The approach is purportedly contextual. The narrative often sets out how legal texts
originate in, or are fleshed out by, legal practice and/or occur in response to a specific set of
events. The choice has been made not to put forward specific theoretical arguments, and
instead to seek to explain the main features of the mechanics of the EU legal order. The
intention is not to replace, or even pretend to undertake historical work, nor to deny the
importance of theories of European integration. It is rather to humbly point to the multitude
of complex challenges that the EU construct seeks to address, often on a case-by-case basis
and as a result of sensitive negotiations.

The book is cautiously normative, equally critical and openly forward-looking. The
author believes that working towards a peaceful EU, focused on ensuring the well-being
of its people, is worth a try; and also that such efforts can only have a chance of success if
they are accompanied by a self-critical process, acknowledging that challenges must be
addressed through deliberation, making space for doubts, experimentalism and nuance.
With that purpose in mind, the choice has been made to point to key areas of controversy
within the process of European integration rather than brushing them away, to identify the
main components of the debate, and to let the reader make the final evaluation.

The text is fairly concise, while trying to equip the reader with sufficient knowledge to be
able to engage with EU law and to develop critical analysis through future studies or
professional experience. Cartoons and schemes may help the reader to navigate particularly
technical elements of the text. Academic references are kept to a minimum, and are mostly
intended to provide direction for more advanced reading. More exhaustive and well-
updated accounts may be found in Lenaerts, Van Nuffel and Corthaut’s EU Constitutional
Law (2021) and Schiitze and Tridimas’s Oxford Principles of European Union Law (2018),
volume I. The materials are updated, to the best of my knowledge and abilities, as of
24 February 2022.
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