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For some time now, the European Union (EU) has been facing an interlocking set of challenges
aptly described as a “polycrisis,” which has only deepened in the wake of Donald Trump’s re-
election to the White House. Economic stagnation, deindustrialisation, chronically high energy
prices, war in Ukraine and the threat of US abandonment, ageing populations and underfunded
healthcare systems, unaffordable housing, right-wing populist surges, and escalating climate
breakdown are some of the key dimensions of this polycrisis. Scholarly output understandably
struggles to keep pace with Europe’s rapidly unfolding predicament. Much has been written, but
very little of it from a critical political economy (CPE) perspective informed by Marxism and Neo-
Gramscian theory.

Into this void, Andteas Bieler and Vincenzo Maccarrone’s new edited volume makes a much-
needed contribution. They rightly note that mainstream approaches to EU integration and its
unfolding polycrisis have been largely blind to the dynamics of capitalism and struggles between
competing capital fractions in shaping the EU’s political and economic trajectory. Furthermore,
while there is a solid CPE literature on EU integration, it is uncommon for these approaches to
take an “expanded” view of capitalism that integrates dynamics of racialization, patriarchy, and
appropriation from nature. The volume as a whole thus makes two overarching contributions:
addressing blind spots in both the mainstream and CPE literature on EU integration and deploying
an expanded theory of capitalism to analyse the key crises, contradictions, and faultlines in the EU’s
polycrisis conjuncture.

With five parts and twenty-one chapters, the volume has a wide breadth of coverage. The first
two parts investigate specific dimensions of the EU polycrisis - including migration politics,
housing, healthcare, fiscal governance, and industrial policy (among others). Nikolai Huke
illuminates the role of racism and border imperialism in upholding the EU project, highlighting
their entanglements but without reducing them to capitalist dynamics. Chapters from Magnus
Wyner and Angela Wigger analyse EU fiscal governance and the rise of industrial policy,
respectively, each demonstrating that the EU remains within a neoliberal straitjacket despite recent
reforms. Riccardo Fornasari and Vincenzo Macarrone assess the impacts of the EU’s Corporate
Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, showing that it does nothing to reverse the dynamics of
imperialism and unequal ecological exchange that buttress Europe’s core position in the world
economy. A chapter from Giessepe Montalbano and Lindsay Flynn, and another by Stefanie Wobhl,
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each provide a CPE perspective on the EU’s housing crisis, analysing the shifting political coalitions
underlying the EU’s neoliberal housing model and its unequal impacts along axes of class, age,
gender, and race.

Two further chapters show how EU-level policies have deepened crises of social reproduction
in other sectors: Costanza Galanti and Stella Christou show how the EU’s “New Economic
Governance” has led to intrusive commodifying interventions in public healthcare in Greece, Italy
and Romania. Similarly, Darragh Golden’s chapter explores EU efforts to commodity local public
services, focusing on the case of Italy. Rounding out part two, Francesco Bagnardi’s chapter
deploys a critical value chain analysis to analyse garment production in Southern Italy and Albania,
illuminating the dynamics of patriarchy in feminising and devaluing garment workers in order to
integrate them in a subordinate fashion within global production networks.

Contributions in part three focus on the EU’s contradictory response to the ecological crisis.
Ewa Dziwok and Johannes Jaget’s chapter analyses competing hegemonic projects in the EU’s
nascent green finance regime, highlighting the dominance of neoliberal logics (but also noting tepid
shifts towards post-neoliberal reform). Rosalin Cavaghan shows how the EU’s Annual Sustainable
Growth Strategy continues to marginalise the care economy and the role of feminised unpaid work
in underpinning the productive economy. Ruben Vezzoni provides a chapter on the dynamics
motivating shifts towards an EU Energy Union, showing how heightened concerns about energy
security have led to new accumulation strategies that take advantage of EU-level “derisking”
policies.

Part four focuses on EU foreign policy and geopolitics. Julia Eder and Jakob Rammer show
how the EU’s green hydrogen partnership with Chile reproduces ecologically unequal exchange.
Andreas Bieler illuminates the political-economic coalitions supporting and opposing the EU-
Mercosur free trade agreement, highlighting the agency of social movements in delaying the
ratification and implementation of an agreement that will surely prove detrimental to workers and
the planet. Alan Cafruny and Vassilis Fouskas analyse the EU’s declining geopolitical position
resulting from its relative economic stagnation and high energy prices, helping to make sense of its
deepening vassal status vis-a-vis the US and the difficulties of pursuing genuine “strategic
autonomy” from the US and China. Elif Uzgoren concludes the section with a CPE analysis of
Turkey’s EU membership debate, showing the varied positions of capital fractions and workers
within Turkey vis-a-vis EU membership.

The final part gives different perspectives on the rise of the far right. Owen Worth’s chapter
emphasises the continuities between far-right populism in power and neoliberalism, cautioning
against interpretations that posit a break from the neoliberal era. Daniela Caterian, Adriano
Cozzolino, and Gemma Gasseau’s chapter traces the long arc of “Berlusconism” to help us make
sense of Giorgia Meloni’s rise to power in Italy. A chapter by Jasper Simons, Miklos Sebok, and
Ilona Szabo analyses the counterhegemonic “illiberal” project led by Victor Orban, showing the
transnational strategies Orban deployed to bolster far-right allies abroad.

Overall, this volume will be essential reading for scholars and students of EU politics seeking
perspectives beyond the mainstream. Critical international relations scholars and political
economists will also find much of value. Some chapters are particularly topical in light of the recent
energy crisis and rapidly changing geopolitical environment sparked by Trump’s erratic foreign
policy adventures - notably the chapters from Cafruny and Fousaks, Bieler, and Vezzoni. The
quality of analysis is solid throughout, though some of the chapters were particularly strong and
insightful: for me Montalbano and Flynn’s chapter on the housing crisis, Eder and Rammer’s
chapter on the EU-Chile green hydrogen partnership, and Bieler’s analysis of the EU-Mercosur
agreement stand out as models of CPE analysis at their best, combining theoretical depth and
empirical richness.
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There are some relative weaknesses and missed opportunities in the volume as well. For one,
the volume’s application of the polycrisis concept could use more substance: echoing some critics
of polycrisis, in the volume, the concept often comes across as a way of describing “lots of bad
things happening simultaneously.” Instead, the volume could have done more work carefully
tracing the causal relationships and inter-systemic feedback processes that link the EU’s various
crises together. In part, this limitation is simply the product of the volume’s structure, with
individual contributions looking primarily at specific chunks of the polycrisis, which leaves the
reader with a somewhat unsatisfying grasp of the whole.

For a CPE volume like this, there would ideally have also been more analysis of social
movement agency and the prospects for left-wing alternatives to the EU’s neoliberal hegemony.
There is some discussion of subaltern agency speckled across the chapters, but there is little analysis
in the volume of the challenges, prospects, and opportunities for left-wing counter-hegemonic
Europe-level movements in the current polycrisis conjuncture. That is unfortunate, since (in my
eyes) the role of the CPE-aligned intellectual is not only to interpret the world - we also of course
want to transform it!

Nonetheless, there is much food for thought and valuable insight for critical scholars trying
to make sense of the EU’s multi-faceted predicament and the impasse facing the European left. I
hope the volume helps to stimulate deeper discussion of what is to be done going forward.
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