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1

European society is undergoing deep-seated changes. The neo-corporatist 
institutional set-ups, which structured the relationship between the 
economy and politics, as well as areas such as education, health and 
social security within (Western) European welfare state frameworks in 
the immediate post-war era, have been challenged in numerous ways 
over the last decades. A reconfiguration of the set-up which frames sub-
stantial parts of society has taken place through increased liberalisation, 
privatisation and deregulatory and reregulatory measures.

Within the areas of history, law, political science and sociology, consid-
erable efforts have been made to explain and to assess the consequences 
of this development. The answers have been manifold. Reference has 
been made to issues such as increased globalisation and the deepen-
ing of the European integration process, technological developments, 
the increased importance of neo-liberal ideological formations and the 
reconfiguration of the state, and especially the reconfiguration of the 
public/private relations which have followed from it. But just as no con-
sensus has emerged concerning the underlying central driving forces 
and the desirability of this development, its long-term consequences 
remain, to a large extent, unknown at this stage. It is, for example, too 
early to assess to what extent the financial crisis which occurred in 2007 
will lead to a profound change in the direction in which European soci-
ety is developing. While the possibility of a profound change of direc-
tion certainly exists, the crisis might also turn out to be nothing but a 
small bump on the road or even a phenomenon which reinforces the 
pre-crises globalisation and liberalisation path.

This book does not attempt to provide a comprehensive answer to 
the question of where European society is heading. It does, however, 
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2 The Evolution of Intermediary Institutions in Europe

provide a novel and quite unique long-term perspective on the develop-
ment path of an important dimension of European society, in so far as 
it explores the consecutive shifts between different types of intermedi-
ary institutions in the European context: Corporatist, Neo-corporatist 
and Governance institutions. Considerable variations in time and space 
can be observed, but, in general terms, corporatist institutions were an 
important social phenomenon from the mid-nineteenth century until 
the mid-twentieth century; neo-corporatist institutions emerged in the 
immediate post-Second World War era, and the governance phenom-
enon has been vibrant since the 1980s.

The core idea guiding the book is that intermediary institutions pos-
sess a strategic location in society, and that the study of such institu-
tions thus has an intrinsic heuristic value because it provides an optimal 
access point for understanding the more general transformations which 
society is going through. The reason for this is that intermediary institu-
tions can be understood as being located “in-between” societal spheres. 
Not just in-between the economy and politics – although these two 
dimensions of society are at the forefront – but also between areas such 
as religion, science and education. Thus, in a very overall manner, one 
might define intermediary institutions as interfaces located in-between 
two or more societal spheres, which are simultaneously oriented towards 
internally stabilising the spheres in question, and increasing the exter-
nal compatibility of these societal spheres through the construction and 
enforcement of overarching frameworks, leading to the formation of 
(legal) norms and expectations characterised by a high degree of stabil-
ity over time, as well as concordant social roles and categories within a 
limited spatial context.

The above definition admits a whole range of issues, not all of which 
can be thoroughly addressed in this volume. The book should accord-
ingly be seen as initiating a new research agenda and providing an over-
all conceptual framework for the study of intermediary institutions, 
one which is garnished by selective explorations of a number of cen-
tral dimensions, while also paving the way for additional studies in the 
future. Accordingly, the book develops central aspects of a new concep-
tual framework for understanding the function and position of interme-
diary institutions in society, as well as a vocabulary aimed at explaining 
the causes and consequences of the shifts between different types of 
intermediary institutions in relation to politics, the economy and other 
segments of society. This is done through the systematic linking of 
four rather distinct, yet also overlapping, bodies of literature: macro-
sociology and social theory, European political economy, European 


