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On an ordinary evening, a television news bulletin can compress “Europe” into a few recurring 

scenes: an overcrowded boat, a fenced border crossing, or people walking along a highway. 

In this familiar frame, Europe and the European Union appear as a destination, associated with 

safety, work, and rights, but also, in more conservative narratives, with refusal and 

containment. The scale of movement helps explain why this image persists. For instance, in 

2023, immigration to the EU from non-EU countries was reported at 4.3 million, while 

emigration to non-EU countries was 1.5 million (Eurostat). These figures help explain why 

“Europe” is repeatedly narrated as an endpoint, even though what “Europe” means cannot 

be reduced to arrival statistics. 

The meaning of Europe in these stories is never only geographical. Like any region, 

Europe derives meaning through movement. Without migration, it would not exist in the form 

people recognize today. Civilizations and large settlements depend on population movement, 

and many cultural sources that shaped Europe were formed through early migrations into the 

region (Delanty 38). The destination image, then, sits on top of a longer history in which 

Europe itself was made through mobility. 

Migration makes it clear that “Europe” is not just a place on a map but also a concept 

shaped through debate and comparison. Even the continent’s borders are not self-defining, 

since Europe as a continent is a construction rather than a simple fact of landmass (Delanty 

33). This also helps explain why Europe so often defines itself by contrast, through shifting 

ideas of who belongs and who does not. In the period after the Cold War, the collapse of the 

Soviet Union weakened the older East–West opposition, and Europe increasingly searched for 

new reference points. In this context, the Middle East could emerge as a symbolic “other,” 

even though the most significant pressures that European integration was meant to address 

were also linked to competition with friendly capitalist powers such as the United States and 

Japan (Wæver 203). In this sense, Europe is best approached as a contested historical 
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formation whose unity is repeatedly negotiated through changing “others,” rather than as a 

stable essence. 

These ambiguities lead directly to the second term, “Union.” The EU is an attempt to 

give institutional form to certain meanings of Europe, and institutional embodiment changes 

meanings by turning ideals into rules and procedures (Delanty 24). From here, the key 

question becomes how the EU’s modern formation, shaped by major historical events, 

produces today’s migration tensions. 

The EU’s formation can be understood as reaction to modern crises. The official 

narrative stresses postwar integration after the devastation of the Second World War, 

including the European Coal and Steel Community and later the Treaty of Rome, which 

established the European Economic Community and entered into force in 1958 (European 

Union). The deeper historical context also includes the long twentieth century of national 

conflict and instability. The First World War changed Europe from a continent dominated by 

a few empires into a continent of many nation states, and this raised a practical question about 

how to handle division and disputes (Andrén 227–28). After 1945, arguments for unity were 

reshaped by the fresh memory of devastation and by the effort to imagine national belonging 

without nationalism, while “integration” became the practical concept that linked ideal aims 

to institutional steps (Andrén 227–28). From this angle, the EU is reactionary in the literal 

sense. It responds to catastrophe by building governance tools intended to prevent repetition. 

This institutional Europe is also tied to Europe’s relations to the rest of the world. 

Postcolonial critique insists that Europe’s history cannot be separated from colonialism and 

world domination (Delanty 6). In that context, large-scale European migration to other parts 

of the world often took place through colonial settlement and expansion, shaping societies in 

the Americas and elsewhere through conquest, extraction, and cultural imperialism. At the 

same time, critique can become less convincing when it replaces careful historical method 

with polemic, or when it rejects Eurocentric myths without offering a stronger way to explain 

Europe’s specificity (Delanty 6). The more reliable point is that Europe’s self-narratives require 

scrutiny, and the global histories of power remain part of Europe’s modern formation (Delanty 

6). This matters for migration because global inequality and conflict, which drive many 
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migrations today, are shaped by long historical relationships, including those produced by 

European empires. 

Europe’s image as a destination is closely tied to the socio-economic conditions that 

Europe represents today, and these conditions cannot be separated from longer histories of 

global inequality shaped by colonial power relations. This helps explain why “Europe” often 

functions as both a real set of states and a symbolic promise of stability and opportunity. 

Migration-intention research supports this point by showing that the EU cluster as preferred 

destination for many prospective migrants, with choices concentrating around a small number 

of highly visible European states even when actual movement is constrained by cost, routes, 

and policy (Gubert and Senne 17–18). At the same time, destination is only one side of the 

picture. The EU is also a border-making project, and this duality is visible through Schengen. 

Internal border controls are reduced for those already inside, while coordinated rules organize 

control at the external border (EUR-Lex, “Schengen”). This is why Europe can look open from 

one angle and closed from another. Openness and closure are connected. Internal mobility 

depends on external filtering. 

This is where the EU’s values and its practices are challenged. The Union defines itself 

through values including human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, the rule of law, and 

respect for human rights (EUR-Lex, “Treaty on European Union,” art. 2). These values are part 

of how membership and legitimacy are justified. They also help explain why Europe is 

imagined as a destination where rights are expected to matter. But border governance is often 

narrated in the language of threat. Migrants can be framed as dangers to identity, welfare, or 

security, which reactivates a “self versus other” pattern. That pattern is politically powerful, 

yet it is also unstable because European societies are already diverse. After half a century of 

labor immigration, European peoples can no longer be understood as culturally homogeneous 

entities sealed behind fixed borders (Habermas 48–49). 

The last decade intensified this tension. Public debates about European unification 

repeatedly clashed with national interests, and immigration became one of the clearest fields 

where these conflicts were staged (Andrén 3–4). Refugee movements fueled nationalist 

sentiment and encouraged rhetoric about defending national values and reintroducing border 

controls, while also pushing member states toward collective action in the very policy areas 
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under strain (Andrén 303). The result was not one stable “European” response, but a field of 

contestation in which Europe appeared to unify and divide at the same time (Andrén 72–73). 

This conflict is complicated by political economy. Migrants are often needed, especially 

in contexts of demographic change and labor shortages. Policy discussion increasingly 

recognizes this structural pressure (EPRS). At the same time, sudden arrivals can strain 

housing, administrative capacity, and local services, especially when migration is handled as 

an emergency rather than a long-term governance reality. Both sides of this are true. Migrants 

are not simply a burden, and rapid movements can create stress if systems are unprepared.  

Recent reforms show the EU trying to develop coping mechanisms. The Pact on 

Migration and Asylum entered into force in June 2024 (European Commission). The stated aim 

is a more predictable common system and a stronger capacity to manage arrivals. Yet a 

legitimacy crisis remains visible. Human rights bodies have warned about the scale and 

normalization of pushbacks, which can undermine access to asylum and violate human rights 

obligations (Council of Europe). Death and disappearance along routes toward Europe further 

intensify this crisis. Reporting based on IOM data has described tens of thousands of deaths 

over the last decade, with the Mediterranean remaining a major site of lethal risk (Tétrault-

Farber). These outcomes are not only humanitarian tragedies. They raise questions about 

whether rights-based values can remain credible when governance produces repeated harm 

at the border. 

Migration tests European ideals because it exposes a basic debate about democracy in 

the EU. One common view says the EU cannot be fully democratic because there is no single 

European “people” to authorize political power. Habermas replies that this view is outdated, 

since modern life is already interconnected across borders in a multicultural world, and politics 

must adapt through shared legal and constitutional frameworks that reduce conflict within 

and between states (Habermas 7). The real problem, then, is not diversity itself, but building 

democratic legitimacy beyond the nation-state. 

Migration also forces human dignity into the foreground. Experiences of humiliation 

and exclusion can push the meaning of dignity into legal consciousness and can lead to a 

deeper realization of rights, including the creation of new ones (Habermas 77–78). This point 
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is especially relevant when migrants and asylum seekers face discrimination, detention, or 

expulsion. If the EU claims human dignity and rights as defining values, then migration cannot 

be treated only as a security problem without producing a moral and political contradiction. 

A final clarification is necessary. Many migrations are economic and involuntary at the 

same time. People may move because wages are impossible, because war destroys daily life, 

because repression blocks futures, or because climate stress undermines survival. A more 

stable world would likely reduce the scale of forced displacement and the sense of “threat” 

associated with migration. The EU cannot create global stability by itself, but it can decide 

whether its migration policies match the values it claims to represent. 

Under the theme of migration, the European Union should therefore be understood 

through a double lens. It is a destination because it is imagined as a place of stability and rights, 

and it receives real migration flows that confirm that image (Eurostat). It also observes itself 

as under threat, and it responds by drawing borders and by separating insiders from outsiders 

(EUR-Lex, “Schengen”). This separation is problematic because migrants are also needed, and 

because the EU defines itself through democracy and human rights (EPRS; EUR-Lex, art. 2). 

Large movements can create instability, but rights violations and lethal routes create a 

different kind of instability. They challenge the EU’s moral legitimacy. Media coverage that 

reveals inhumane practices does not merely damage reputation. It exposes a deeper 

contradiction between ideals and governance. For that reason, migration remains one of the 

clearest tests of what Europe and the European Union mean in the present. 
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