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de-problematizing migration
crises (and other wicked
problems)

Benjamin Klasche*
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This article examines the role of ideations in the de-problematization process
of the governance of "migration crises”. Ideations, for example, in the form of
frames often simplify social reality and do not allow us to understand the nature
of a problem policy-makers are dealing with. To show this, | use the example of
the "European Migrant Crisis,” to illustrate that it is, in fact, a wicked problem.
The "wicked problem” concept describes a complex and contingent problem
and, in essence, a set of "un-owned” processes. It further dissolves local and
global distinctions and forces to connect micro and macro processes at all
times. In this article, | show that this “migration crisis” (and also many others)
consists of much more than just a humanitarian or security crisis but is also
constituted by geopolitical crises and crises of political institutions. A relational
approach seems most pertinent to be able to grasp all these aspects and helps
us to stop de-problematizing it and instead problematize it adequately. It also
advocates for the circumvention of ideations as they are a main source for the
de-problematization of wicked problems.
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Introduction

This special issue explores the role ideations play in the governance of policy problems.
Parsons (2007) views ideations as the underlying logic of politics shaped by beliefs, identity,
practices, experiences, norms and morals. Ideations in forms of beliefs and ideological
leanings have played a major role in governing (or better, the opposite) of global crises,
like most recently the COVID-19 Crisis (see esp. Selg et al., 2022), for decades in the
governance of the Climate Crisis (e.g., Selg et al., forthcoming, ch. 13; Klasche, 2021a,b),
and the Migration Crisis of 2015. In this article, I will argue that it is, in particular, these
ideations that de-problematize a wicked policy issue and stop us from dealing with the
matter effectively®. I will do this by zooming in on the so-called “European Migrant Crisis”
of 2015, which depending on who you will ask—meaning depending on your beliefs—can
mean many different things. The lessons drawn from this will give insight into the governing
and managing of migration at large—a problem that will not go away any time soon.

1 Parts of this article are based on or taken from my doctoral dissertation Dealing with Global Crises. A

Processual-Relational Approach to Studying and Governing Wicked Problems. Published 2021 by Tallinn

University.
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In 2020 the inflow of refugees into the European Union (EU)
had slowed down compared to the heights of 2014/15. The number
of asylum applications per quarter is down to below 50,000,
especially drastic compared to over 400,000 quarterly in 2015
(Eurostat, 2020). Yet, the “Migrant Crisis”® of 2015 has been firmly
framed as a security threat—for Europeans (see, Klasche and Selg,
20205 Jantti and Klasche, 2021). The dominating view on this matter
is that migrants will impact the societal stability, safety, wealth and
way of life of the Europeans. However, based on the dangerous
and often lethal journeys, we should rather speak about a security
threat to the lives of the people on the move. In a way, this is
how the “crisis” was initially perceived. It was a humanitarian
issue in which the refugees’ circumstances on their flight and in
their refuge required the biggest attention of policy-makers. The
humanitarian issue has not gone away today. We still see inhumane
hosting conditions in Moria, many deaths of refugees attempting
to cross the Mediterranean sea and the terrible conditions refugees
face now in camps outside of the EU in, for example, Turkey,
Lybia, and Morocco (see, e.g., Jantti and Klasche, 2021). This has
added another dimension to this crisis: a legitimacy crisis of the
EU, its institutions, and democracy at large due to their inability to
address the humanitarian crisis in the first place. This establishes
the European Migrant Crisis as a wicked problem; a problem
that refuses to remain identical to itself and becomes, therefore,
impossible to define and can be considered simultaneously

a humanitarian crisis based in the suffering of individuals
who had abandoned their homes; a geopolitical conflict ranging
across countries and continents; a security threat for both
receiving and transit countries; a potentially heavy financial
burden on already overtaxed states; and the breakdown of
collaboration in the network of EU member states (Geuijen
etal, 2016, p. 622).

To categorize the European Migrant Crisis (EMC) as a wicked
problem has been well-established (Alisic and Letschert, 2016;
Geuijen et al., 2016; Murray and Longo, 2018). After the inception
of the concept by Rittel and Webber (1973), it has been frequently
discussed, especially in public administration (e.g., Roberts, 2000;
Head, 2008; Peters, 2017; Turnbull and Hoppe, 2018). Wicked
problems are defined by their uncertainty, complexity and
disagreement among stakeholders about problem definition and
solution. There is “no single ‘root cause’ of complexity, uncertainty
and disagreement, and therefore no root cause of ‘wickedness™
(Head, 2008, p. 106); further complex systems are always mutating
from one phase to the next and feature a high density of interactions
(Wagenaar, 2007, p. 23, 25). This links the study and governance
of wicked problems with processual relationalism (e.g., Jackson
and Nexon, 1999, 2019; Qin, 2016; Selg, 2016a,b; Selg and Ventsel,
2020), a relational approach perspective that stresses “complexity
and uncertainty come from viewing social problems or social
processes as un-owned processes whose constituent elements cannot
be considered separately from the changing relations they are
embedded in and vice a versa” (see also Jackson and Nexon, 1999;

2

crisis is difficult here unless it is centered on the people losing their lives while

| am placing the term in quotation marks to acknowledge that the term

attempting to cross European borders.
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Selg et al., 2022, p. 22-23). Here the focus is set on the un-owned
nature of the processes that processual relationalism is interested in,
which helps to upheave a relational definition of wicked problems
according to which the level of complexity is increasing by the
intensity of connection (relations) between units.

A relational approach is, however, not only useful in studying
wicked problems but also in governing them. Selg et al. have most
recently put forth a comprehensive introduction to a relational
governance approach (forthcoming, see also Selg and Ventsel, 2020;
Klasche, 2021a). In their book, they do not only point out the
benefits of a relational approach in governing wicked problems but,
very importantly for this article, note that the de-problematization
of wicked problems often occurs when the wickedness is ignored,
and politicians convert messy, unstructured problems into “well-
structured” micro problems (ch. 4). This is often accompanied
by re-framing the problem as “a way of selecting, organizing,
interpreting, and making sense of a complex reality to provide
guideposts for knowing, analyzing, persuading, and acting” (Rein
and Schon, 1977, p. 146). What sounds great in theory exacerbates
the problem in practice, as indicated by Head (2019) here:

complex issues requires special care, however, because
such problems are often politically contentious and marked by
“framing contests” that oversimplify the problems and recast
them in more emotional and value-laden terms. This has
become typical within the recent “post-truth” policy debates,
fuelled by the manipulation of social media channels (p. 7).

In the case of migration crises, this means that the
simplified framing as a security threat will not allow us to
manage the crises properly, and we will just displace the
problems temporarily and spatially. This is where ideations in
many forms will stop us from adequately addressing wicked
problems. Therefore, I will introduce a relational governance
approach (“Failure Governance”) that focuses on the notions
of problematization and de-problematization (esp. Selg et al,
forthcoming) and squeeze out the notion that ideations, even
though helpful in everyday policy-making, are very dangerous in
dealing with wicked problems. The article proceeds as follows:
First, the theoretical and conceptual notions of relationalism
and wicked problems are laid out. Importantly, also a relational
definition of wicked problems is provided. Secondly, arguments
are provided for what makes the “European Migrant Crisis” a
wicked problem. Finally, I will introduce a relational governance
approach to wicked problems, and by applying it, I will show
the negative impact ideations have on tackling these issues.
The article turns now to laying out the main tenets of
processual relationalism and providing a relational definition of
wicked problems.

Processual relationalism and wicked
problems

In the following section, the ontological conformity of
processual relationalism and wicked problems will be pointed out.
This more detailed argument is necessary to justify the linking of
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theory and concept and establish firmer grounds for a processual-
relational analysis of the European Migrant Crisis. To do so, I
will briefly construe the ontological commitments of processual
relationalism and show their compatibility with the nature of
wicked problems.

Processual relationalism

Processual relationalism is a camp (e.g., Elias, 1978; Emirbayer,
1997; Jackson and Nexon, 1999, 2019; Dépelteau, 2008, 2013,
2018a,b; Abbott, 2016; Qin, 2016; Selg, 2016a,b; Selg and Ventsel,
2020) within the “relational turn” in the Social Sciences that
presumes the primacy of relations over the units/elements/actors
(e.g., individuals, states, and structures) involved in these
that
relations are constitutive of these units/elements/actors and

relations. Processual relationalism further assumes
that relations are at the same time, unfolding, dynamic
processes. It distinguishes itself from other relational theories
like “critical realism” (e.g., Donati, 2011) or social network
analysis (e.g., Crossley, 2010), especially in the latter aspect
as these approaches took more realist or inter-actionalist
stances. In simpler terms, relationalism is concerned with the
dualism between substantialism and relationalism and aims
to develop an approach that views the world via the prism
of relations and not substances, as almost any other social
theory does.?

Via the relational prism “the very terms or units involved in
a transaction derive their meaning, significance, and identity from
the (changing) functional roles they play within that transaction”
(Emirbayer, 1997, p. 287). This means that units/elements/actors
are never fixed and their constitution—and identity—is in a
constant flux based on the relations they have with other
units/elements/actors. Furthermore, this would also render an
analysis with a focus on these units/elements/actors useless, and the
attention should be placed on relations (or trans-actions according
to the vocabulary of many processual relationalists; Emirbayer,
1997, p. 287). A helpful addition for the analytical focus has
been introduced by Jackson and Nexon (1999) who stress the
distinction between owned and un-owned processes. Based on
this, when we consider processes triggered by actions of entities,
they are “owned” and still keep us in the substantialist world.
However, we should view processes as “un-owned,” independent
from entities as they are the one’s constituting entities. Based
on this, for example, a change in Germany’s migration policy
is not a process that is triggered by Germany’s political system
but must be understood as a process that emanates in the
interplay of the relations of entities. Therefore, the analysis
requires us to consider the relations between all actors involved
(Germany, other EU states, non-EU states, migrants, etc.). This
distinction is especially helpful when we direct our attention to
wicked problems.

3 For a more detailed description what differentiates substantialist
approaches of social action (self-action and inter-action) from relational
approaches (trans-action) see e.g., Dewey and Bentley ([1949] 1989),
Emirbayer (1997), Selg (2016b), Selg and Ventsel (2020), Selg et al. (2022).
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Wicked problems

The wicked problem concept has been first coined by Rittel
and Webber (1973) by categorizing certain urban planning issues
as “wicked.” They considered 10 properties that make a problem
wicked: (1) there is no definition; (2) there is no stopping-rule; (3)
there are only “good-or bad” solutions; (4) there is no immediate
solution; (5) every solution attempt counts significantly; (6) there
is no exhaustive set of solutions; (7) every wicked problem is
unique; (8) every wicked problem is the symptom of another
problem; (9) the choice of explanation determines the resolution;
(10) the planner has no right to be wrong (Rittel and Webber,
1973, p. 161-167). The classical text is a useful starting point to
understand wicked problems, however, in the twenty-first century,
many wicked problems are global (like the European Migrant
Crisis), and it is useful to expand the definition further. Therefore, it
is also necessary to consider that time is running out and that those
seeking to end the problem are often the ones that cause it (Levin
et al,, 2012, p. 127-129). Additionally, it stretches across multiple
value systems and involves multiple organizations; there are no
boundaries between action and reaction, and it transcends spaces
and knowledge systems (Noordegraaf et al., 2017, p. 392-393).

These points might lead us to a descriptive definition of the
concept, but it still makes it hard to use for analytical purposes. For
this, it has been proven useful (see, e.g., Selg et al., forthcoming;
Selg and Ventsel, 2020) to distinguish two aspects of problems
to categorize them as wicked, complex or simple problems: (a)
the definition/formulation of the problem and (b) the solution to
the problem. Based on this, we have simple problems where the
problem definition and the solution can be clearly defined (e.g.,
issuing ID cards). Complex problems are problems that we can
clearly define but have no clear solution or at least a very contested
one (e.g., implementation of educational policies). In the case of a
wicked problem, we have no clear definition or understanding of
the solution. If we are considering the European Migrant Crisis,
we have certainly no clear idea of how to solve it or -even who
needs to involved. Even worse, we are also unable to define what
constitutes the crisis. In the introduction, I hinted at the multiple
dimensions of the crisis (and section four will make this point more
explicit) that ranges from the humanitarian, to the political and
societal. We cannot (at least anymore) say that the crisis is defined
by immigration into the European Union but is not intrinsically
linked with many other factors.

Finally, after understanding what problems are considered
wicked, there is still a need to define a wicked problem in
relational terms to successfully link the concept with processual
relationalism. As argued above, wicked problems are constituted
by several different aspects, suggesting that a piece-meal analysis
of these aspects could be fruitful. However, the level of complexity
and uncertainty is unparalleled and subsequently does not allow
for a piece-meal treatment (see, e.g., Byrne, 1998; Cilliers, 1998).
Instead, the level of complexity can be found in the relations
between components. “Systems with relatively few parts can be
complex because of the intensity of interaction between those parts”
(Wagenaar, 2007, p. 23). This points us to the notion that wicked
problems are not mere problems composed of several components.
However, in processual-relational terms, their wickedness derives
from “un-owned processes whose constituent elements cannot
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be considered separately from the changing relations they are
embedded in and vice a versa® (Selg et al, forthcoming, p.
22-23). This leads to the conclusion that wicked problems are
“processual all the way down” and it is imperative for grasping
the problem at hand that any “process-reduction” (Elias, 1978;
Emirbayer, 1997), i.e., piece-meal treatment, is avoided. This is
further, where processual relationalism is identified as the chance
to avoid exactly this and offer a fully processual analysis of wicked
problems. The next section will display what this processual-
relational agenda contains.

A processual-relational research agenda

Several methodological consequences are deriving from
the ontological commitments brought forth by processual
relationalism. A processual-relational approach

has to consider phenomena to be (1) relations among
entities (2) that exist in practice; (3) and can be considered
separately, but not as being separate. “Practice” in 2, of
course, refers to social “process” which is our main concern.
It is the second and the third conditions that count as
sufficient for a processual-relational approach, while the first
necessary condition is something that the approach shares
with inter-actionalism (but not with self-actionalism). The third
condition—let us refer to it as “separately, but not as being
separate” condition—delivers the crux of relationalism home
in a succinct manner, while the second one highlights the
processual form of this relationalism (Selg et al., 2022, p. 27).

The quote above points out again the incapacity to use piece-
meal approaches and a focus of analysis on actors/units/entities.
Instead, the analytical focus needs to be placed on, unowned
processes, as brought forth in the preceding paragraphs.
Epistemologically, this means that we cannot learn about
reality when we study units (states, individuals, and societies)
but “dynamic, unfolding process, become (...) the primary unit
of analysis rather than the constituent elements themselves”
(Emirbayer, 1997, p. 287). In Emirbayer’s quote, we find another
important aspect of processual-relational methodology, which
is the need for a constitutive inquiry. This type of inquiry or
explanation has been directly linked with processual relationalism
(Selg et al., forthcoming; Selg, 2019; Selg and Ventsel, 2020) and
demarcates itself from causal inquiry. Causal inquiry is more or
less the standard approach to conducting (social) science and
establishes knowledge by uncovering causal mechanisms between
X and Y (e.g., King et al,, 1994; Gerring, 2005, 2012a,b). A causal
argument would go more or less like this: “in saying that X causes
Y, we assume three things: (1) that X and Y exist independent of
each other, (2) that X precedes Y in time, and (3) that but for X,
Y would not have occurred” (Wendt, 1998, p. 105, italics added;
cf. Wendt, 1998, p. 79). Points (1) and (2) are not combinable
with a processual-relational research agenda, as we cannot
consider aspects of a phenomenon to be independent of each
other (remember above’s condition that entities can be considered
“separately, but not as being separate”). It is also impossible to
talk about timelines in constitutive explanations as constitution is
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not happening in separate moments but diachronically (see Selg
et al,, forthcoming based on Ylikoski, 2013). Point (3), on the
other hand, is shared by both causal and constitutive explanation
and leaves constitutive arguments to ask questions like “What
makes Y Z?” or “Why is Y Z?” (Wendt, 1998, p. 113). This paper’s
specific case would lead us to ask the processual-relational research
question, “what makes the European Migrant Crisis wicked?”
Please note that this research question is quite different from its
causal variations that would something along the lines of “how
did the European Migrant Crisis become wicked?,” or “why did
the European Migrant Crisis become wicked?” The latter two
questions are inquiring about the process/mechanism/cause that
made the EMC wicked, whereas the first question asks a more
fundamental question about the crisis’ being (or constitution). It
is necessary to scrutinize the interdependence of relations that
create the complexity and, therefore, the problem’s wickedness to
answer the question. To do this, I presume that it is sensible to
deconstruct the crisis into several lower-level crises and display
the issue’s wickedness via their interdependence and constitutive
relationship. It is important not to forget our necessary dictum and
keep in mind that we can view the crises as being “separately, but
not as being separate” (Elias, 1978, p. 85). Even though I suggest to
divide the crisis into several ones, we have to be careful to not treat
it in a “piece-meal manner” which I have warned against above,
but at all time keep the constitutive nature of the phenomenon
in mind. Inline to avoid further criticism, it is also important to
realize that when looking at them from close detail,

the processual and continuously changing configurations
of elements through which the meaning of elements themselves
are constituted and reconstituted is lost. But if we are to
conceptualize the crisis as a wicked problem, then we have to
imagine this scheme in a moving diachronic fashion rather than
only as a synchronic snapshot (Selg et al., 2022, p. 33).

What makes the “European Migrant
Crisis” wicked?

A processual-relationalist research project would ask a
constitutive research question. In this case, the question would
be: What makes the European Migrant Crisis wicked? Remember,
wicked problems are often symptoms of other problems, and
that attempted solutions can never be right or wrong but only
good or bad. On top of that, we know that solution attempts
will have consequences that may not be reversible. We can see
all those aspects here. Various attempts at solution created other
crises that might have even more drastic impact on the European
population and the decision-makers themselves. In other words,
“[m]any wicked problems seem to lurch from crisis to crisis”
(Head, 2019, p. 189). To show this, I will point out the different
crises of which the “European Migrant Crisis” is comprised of
and how they constitute each other. More specifically, I will
look at the humanitarian, the political/legitimacy, and geopolitical
crises (certainly even more “parts” could have been considered),
which interdependently ground the un-owned process that we call
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European Migrant Crisis.* What follows is not a full-fledged case
study but an illustration of the prospect of a processual-relationalal
approach. Hence, it draws heavily on various other research on
the crisis.

Humanitarian crisis

The humanitarian crisis is the most obvious to spot and forms
the starting point for the crisis on European soil. In 2015 around
28 million people were displaced due to conflict, violence and
disaster, joining the 244 million international migrants already
moving throughout the globe (Kaundert and Masys, 2018, p.
73). According to the UNHCR, this is the “highest level ever
recorded” (2015). Within this international development, the EU
(and its historic territory) faced the most massive and most complex
surge in migration since the Second World War. Between January
2015 and February 2016 alone, more than 1.1 million people fled
from conflict and poverty and landed in the EU (Kaundert and
Masys, 2018, p. 73). Humanitarian challenges are always the main
reason for migration (Kaundert and Masys, 2018, p. 79). In fact,
according to the Humanitarian Practice Network, “the flight to
European shores reflect (...) not only the pull of greater long-
term security in Europe but also the failure of the international
humanitarian community to meet basic needs in other places”
(DeLargy, 2016, p. 5).

The most recent rise in the number of refugees in Europe
is mostly related to the Syrian Civil War that started in 2011.
However, this is not the sole reason, and it is a combination
of political instability, social unrest, violence and socio-economic
reasons in the Middle East, the Maghreb Region, and Sub-Saharan
Africa (Kaundert and Masys, 2018, p. 74). Besides that, the climate
crisis had already an impact on migrants in other regions (like
South-East Asia), and it only appears to be a matter of time that
it will also affect the movement toward Europe. This, in turn, has
a potential to emanate into a huge Human Security risk for the
people staying put in their homeland and for the ones on the move
that more often than not have to travel through regions of distress
and face new security risks unique for a displaced person such as
survival, coordination, transportation, communication and other
physical resources such as food, shelter, medicine, and clothing
(Thurnay et al., 2017, p. 240).

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (2015)
estimates that over one million people have reached Europe via
the Mediterranean, and over 3,700 of them went missing alone in
2015. Apart from the apparent disaster of thousands of humans
drowning in the Mediterranean Sea the failure of establishing
adequate policies has seen countries violently blocking their
passages, migrants remaining in camps with appalling conditions
at Europe’s borders, the displacement of thousands of people that
are now known to be “missing,” the rise of human smuggling with
all its criminal by-products, and a presumed situation in which
around one million people will remain un-authorized in Europe
(Phillips, 2018; p. 63-64). The EU has attempted to outsource this

4 The delineation of the EMC into these three particular crises is borrowed
from Selg and Ventsel (2020, ch. 8).
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issue by working with its neighbors—most notably Turkey but
also Morocco and Lybia—to stop refugees from even approaching
Europe’s borders (Jantti and Klasche, 2021). In fact, this might be
Europe’s biggest challenge of the twenty-first century confronting
the continent with long-lasting implications for humanitarian
practice, regional stability and international public opinion (United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2015).

The humanitarian crisis is embedded in a complex system
which makes successful intervention especially problematic
(Selg and Ventsel, 2020, p. 262). Approaching a problem in such
a complex system with a linear mindset can lead to interventions
that result in unintended consequences (Kaundert and Masys,
2018, p. 81) and “the failure to understand or (...) acknowledge
the non-linear and highly complex nature of global linkages
on every level of governance leads to growing weakness. It can
paralyze decision-making” (Goldin and Mariathasan, 2014, p. 3).
This paralysis in decision-making and governance constitutes,
among other things, the political crisis the EU and some of the
national governments of its member states face (Selg and Ventsel,
2020, p. 262).

Political crisis

In the following, three mutually constitutive processes are
identified as the political crisis of the EU (Selg and Ventsel, 2020,
p- 262). We will learn that these are intimately intertwined with the
humanitarian crisis as political actions and inactions will impact
human suffering. This is rather obvious, however, the changing
situation on the humanitarian front then requires engagement on
the political.

The first process is the crisis of democracy, displayed in the
demise of general democratic tendencies in Europe, allowing for
anti-democratic and anti-establishment parties to gain confidence
(Selg and Ventsel, 2020, p. 262). The other crisis is one of legitimacy,
leading to the growing mistrust in the EU institutions, the idea
of the EU itself or even the nation-state (Selg and Ventsel, 2020,
p- 262). This is expressed by voters in national and European
elections turning to anti-establishment and anti-EU parties, but
also by national governments and politicians who actively seek
more independence from the EU. It is further expressed in
criticizing existing neoliberal global governance structures (such as
the Bretton Woods System or the UN). Thirdly, a crisis of values
is noticeable, when the EU leaves behind its humanitarianism and
stresses security concerns over solidarity which used to be one of
the main pillars of its self-conception.

The crisis of democracy is based on the appeal of far-right,
anti-establishment and anti-constitutional parties that were able to
celebrate great successes in the 2010’. This crisis is without a doubt
exacerbated by the increased migration in 2014/15, where these
parties saw the opportunity to intensify their anti-immigration
rhetoric and phrased it as an undeniable security threat to European
societies (see, e.g., Klasche and Selg, 2020). However, this crisis
existed before the intensified migration in 2014 and already had
a strong hold on societies beforehand. Therefore, I would argue
that it impacted the humanitarian crisis from the start, where we
saw, for example, the Hungarian Fidesz regime come down with
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utmost brutality on the refugees (Bender, 2020). This type of border
control, something Europeans had not seen since the 1990, will
also play a role in the next section on the geopolitical crisis.

The legitimacy crisis was created by the EU’s responses to
the humanitarian crisis, which in return led to contestations
by governments, opposition parties and citizens (Murray and
Longo, 2018, p. 571). The issues relating to the humanitarian
crisis’ governing and the differences in practices that various
actors are promoting (Murray and Longo, 2018, p. 571). The
crises’ constitutive nature becomes apparent as the political crisis
begins to be inextricably linked with the humanitarian crisis,
which is a part of its very identity (Selg and Ventsel, 2020, p.
263). Here each response will alter the other crises, which then
trigger the need for new responses that do not only consider
the humanitarian crisis but also the legitimacy and democracy
crises. The “politicization” of the (initially) administrative issue
of handling the incoming migrants—an issue that experts should
handle has been made a “people’s” issue, by right-wing populist
parties all over Europe (Selg and Ventsel, 2020, p. 263). The abating
of incoming migrants does not mean the end of the EMC, as it
simply changed its identity and can no longer be defined in terms
of a humanitarian issue.

It has become a wicked problem that is constantly
fluctuating between different crises, the political being one.
Responses to one crisis—especially attempts to “solve” it in
isolation—will inevitably affect the others, since, in case of
constitutive relations, the crises are interdependent and cannot
be considered as being separate from one another (Selg and
Ventsel, 2020, p. 263).

Some of these solution-attempts that ultimately changed the
crisis are ranging from welcoming refugees to Europe to the strict
closing of borders. Solutions have also affected EU members very
differently. The frontier states of the EU (Italy, Greece, Spain,
and Malta) must carry a “disproportionate burden” (Murray and
Longo, 2018, p. 574) which has never been addressed in any asylum
policy initiative. Some might argue that the whole problem boils
down to the lack of common European asylum policy that would
ensure the burden is carried by all member states equally. When
the European Commission’s decisions to relocate 120,000 refugees
in 2015 was objected to and ignored by Poland, Hungary and
the Czech Republic (European Commission, 2017) it indicated for
many an apparent lack of resonance of the EU’s values (Murray
and Longo, 2018, p. 575). This “rebellion by member states (...) is
unprecedented in its breadth and depth, given that i[t] constitutes
not only contestation but direct opposition to the EU’s authority
and legal framework” (Murray and Longo, 2018, p. 575). It clearly
shows the level of distrust of national governments in the EU’s
ability to handle the crisis adequately. Subsequently, the migration
crisis represents one of the most notable and consequential episodes
of political failure in the history of European cooperation, which
many worry, retains the capacity to challenge the core of the
European project (Phillips, 2018, p. 62).

The crisis has also shed a bad light on the international
community and global governance structures that cannot seem
to address violence, conflicts and human rights violations in the
sending countries (Kaundert and Masys, 2018, p. 80). There is no
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clear plan or framework for the solution of many transboundary
problems that require the cooperation of international actors. Even
if there would be an end to the Syrian Civil War in sight, there
does not seem to be any guarantee for this country’s forthcoming
stability. At least this would be reasonable to presume, given
Somalia or Afghanistan’s experience that even despite years of
international intervention remain highly unstable with chronic
poverty, inequality, weak governance, and lack of solutions for
environmental changes (Metcalfe-Hough, 2015, p. 3). Therefore,
the legitimacy crisis could be seen to move further on from the
European governments and the European Union to international
organizations (e.g., the UN and its sub-bodies) founded on Western
values and are not contributing to solving the global problems they
were aimed at doing.

Stretching this argument even further, we can find the
crisis challenging the Westphalian state system’s legitimacy by
maneuvering the nation-state’s foundation into a crisis. At least
in the Western world, the nation-state is the most fundamental
building block of the system. The nation and the concept of
nationhood find many interpretations, have always been evolving
and at the same time challenged and contested (Jacob and
Luedke, 2018, vi). The twenty-first century presented already many
challenges to the nation-state, with its growing globalization forces
that threaten the sovereignty and perceived ability to control its
destiny (Jacob and Luedke, 2018, vii). Due to the interconnectivity
with international and supranational institutions, the reactions of
national governments to these forces have been often insufficient.
This is particularly visible in the case in the European Union that
for a moment placed much less emphasis on borders and bounding
nationstates but finds itself now scrambling how to proceed. This is
constitutively related to the humanitarian crisis since adapting and
controlling human migration will be one of the most crucial tests
for the nation-state (Jacob and Luedke, 2018, xiii). Simultaneously,
the lack of supranational cooperation and even outright conflict
between nation-states in solving the humanitarian crisis defines the
latter, again, as not merely administrative, but a political crisis.

The humanitarian crisis constitutes a political crisis, but also
the opposite is true: the political crisis frames the extent and nature
of the humanitarian crisis. Migration waves will not stop in the
future as living-conditions in many parts of the world deteriorate,
and migration will be the only answer to this (Castelli, 2018). “The
political crisis is not only a result of the humanitarian crisis. They
are intrinsically intertwined. They cannot be seen independent
from each other, but as mutually constituting each other” (Selg and
Ventsel, 2020, p. 264).

Geopolitical crisis

The political/legitimacy crisis points to the existence of another
crisis that is raging in relative inconspicuousness in Europe.
The political crisis which is highly interconnected with the
humanitiarian crisis also finds itself to be exploited by Russia—
which unsurprisingly to a knowledgeable observer intervenes in
the political discourse to seed chaos and divide in European
societies. This is where the European Migrant Crisis finds itself
firmly expressed as a geo-political crisis—a crisis in which another
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power attempts to weaken the EU. However, also this crisis
finds its beginning before 2014. The earliest realization of the
geopolitical crisis started in 2008, with Russia re-claiming their
imperial ambitions via the Georgian-Russian war and later with
the annexation of Crimea in 2014 (Wivel and Wever, 2018, p.
318). The new security environment emanating out of this also
affected the geo-economic constellations of the EU and its Eastern
neighbors (Youngs, 2017). The geopolitical power of the EU is
expressed in its unity, which has suffered during the last 3 years
(Selg and Ventsel, 2020, p. 264). The Russian Federation favors this
situation and feasts on the instability of its competition. Seeking
instability is part of the “hybrid warfare” playbook that is less
concerned with traditional military strategies but with the ability
to default to “plausible deniability”. The tactics include the use
of propaganda to initiate insurgencies and divide societies which
can be easily deployed in the context of polarizing migration
policies. For example, Germany offers an ideal playing field for the
Kremlin’s tactics that have proven useful during the last German
election (Aaltola, 2017) and increased the divide between right
and left. Naturally, this is also visible today when the German
public and political sphere are split over supporting Ukraine to
fight off the Russian invasion. This divide is reached through
the manipulation of the political discourse that decides on the
blame for the situation (political-economic structures, the displaced
persons themselves), demarcates the “deserving” migrant from the
“undeserving” refugee and generally activates the fear of cultural,
religious, and ethnic differences (Holmes and Castaneda, 2016,
p- 12).

More precisely, Russia attempts to capitalize on the refugee
crisis to re-enter Europe after its exclusion in the aftermath of the
invasion of Crimea by (1) casting Europe in a more conservative
light in contrast to the self-proclaimed liberal cosmopolitan self-
understanding of the Europeans and (2) by “othering today’s
Orientalized Europe” (Braghiroli and Makarychev, 2017, p. 823).
In my terms, this intervention exacerbated the crisis of democracy
above as it supported many Eurosceptic parties, which then
were able to intensify the anti-immigrant and anti-establishment
narratives. It also heightens the humanitarian crises as the effective
narratives of othering of migrants made more violent and inhume
handling more acceptable.

As stated above, none of these crises is actually over—or
dealt with—and so also the geopolitical aspects still loom, for
example on more recent events at the Eastern border of the EU.
In the Winter of 2021, the “EU-Belarus Border Crisis” saw the
Putin regime openly use refugees to pressure the EU by putting
it in the strange position of choosing between its humanitarian
values and security ideations. Similar strategies have been used
by Turkey’s Erdogan, where he used the opening or closing of
borders are bargaining chips to gain political capital. Finally, it
also seems to be one of the main strategies of the Kremlin in
its War in Ukraine to displace as many Ukrainians as possible
to put political pressure on European leaders. These aspects also
point neatly to the fact that the “European Migrant Crisis” was
by no means a single and confined event but should be rather
understood as part of a process of migration toward Europe and
political competition of manifold actors. We also must stress that
the crisis is not over or managed and merely changes its face. This
points firmly to the conclusion that the processes that culminate
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into what we refer to as the “European Migrant Crisis” is a
wicked problem.

All those crises are interdependent and therefore, mutually
constitutive. Thus, for instance, mismanagement of the
humanitarian crisis ignites the political crisis and is used as
fuel for the meddling campaigns in the geopolitical crisis. The
political crisis leads to mismanagement of the humanitarian
crisis refueling, in turn, the political crisis and it also provides
the breeding ground for the geopolitical crisis. The same applies
to the geopolitical crisis that stirs up the anti-refugee sentiment
and affects the humanitarian and political crises by doing so.
Additionally, the sheer existence of Russian influence on the
continent intensifies the political crisis... All three crises are in
a constitutive relationship and it is not possible to view them as
independent entities. They can be viewed “separately, but not
as being separate” (Selg and Ventsel, 2020, p. 265-266).

Constitution of the crises

Even though the crises seem somewhat of chronological order,
with the humanitarian crisis preceding the others, it is important to
recall that they are independent of each other and in a constitutive
relationship, at least as soon as they all exist. Causality might be
present at the very start. Still, as soon as we can describe the EMC
as a political crisis, humanitarian and political crises, they are in
a constitutive relationship. The crises “can be viewed separately,
but not as being separate. This makes the (...) [c]risis an un-
owned process, a ‘doing; that is not attributable to a particular
‘doer.” However, it becoming an un-owned process took time” (Selg
et al,, 2022, p. 39). The illustrative case above showed, according
to constitutive inquiry, “what makes Y a Y in the first place and
how it turns into something else or remains the same in time” (Selg
et al.,, 2022, p. 39). The EMC started as a humanitarian crisis but
quickly transformed into something else and is now a humanitarian
crisis, a political crisis, a geopolitical crisis and potentially more
that was not covered in the brief sketch. Also note, therefore, it
would not be possible for the humanitarian crisis to have the shape
it has right now without the relationship with the political and
geopolitical crises. The same applies to the political crisis, as well
as the geopolitical crisis. The mutually constitutive relationships
between the various crises are here the key to the wickedness—the
higher the intensity of interconnections, the higher the complexity,
the higher the wickedness—and therefore answers the processual-
relational research question “What makes the European Migrant
Crisis wicked?” successfully.

Governing migration crises by
problematization and the danger of
ideations

After having laid out what a wicked problem (and a relational
definition of one) is, and having shown that the “European Migrant
Crisis” must be viewed as one, it is time to turn our attention
to the main intervention of this article—the role of ideations
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TABLE 1 Types of problems based on agreement on the definition and
solution of the problem (see Klasche, 2021a; Selg et al., 2022).

Type pf problem Definition of the  Solution of the
problem problem

Simple Agreement Agreement

Complex Agreement Disagreement

Wicked Disagreement Disagreement

De-problematized Disagreement Agreement

of the management of crises of this kind. Beforehand, I want
to remind the reader of the analytical definition of a wicked
problem based on the agreement and disagreement of stakeholders
regarding the definition of the problem and the solution (see
Selg et al., 2022; Selg et al, forthcoming). Above I classified all
problems of governance into three categories: simple, complex and
wicked. This is based on two aspects: (a) the agreement on the
definition/formulation of the problem and (b) the solution to the
problem. When there is agreement on both, we ought to talk about
simple problems; when there is agreement on the definition but not
on the solution, we refer to complex problems; and when there is
no disagreement about either, we should speak of wicked problems.
However, logically there is also a fourth option in which we find a
disagreement on the problem definition but an agreement on its
solution. In this case, the problem is being de-problematized as
its wickedness is ignored. The name is inspired by its parallels to
“depoliticization” (Hay, 2007; Fawcett et al., 2017). The problem
definition criteria are summarized in Table 1.

that de-
problematization occurs when there is a mismatch of governance

In previous work, it has been theorized
approaches to a problem, i.e., approach a wicked problem like a
simple or complex problem. This is often the first reaction when
approaching the governance of a wicked problem. We tend to
break it down into multiple smaller elements that are “easier”
to manage or could even be solved independently. However,
based on the nature of the problem, this cannot be successful
(see Selg et al., forthcoming; Klasche, 2021a). In that scenario,
we also notice a temporal displacement in the sense that urgent
problems are not receiving the instant attention that they should.
In this article, I want to emphasize that one of the core reasons,
next to ignorance, is the ideological tainting of a problem—or
the impact of ideations—that does not allow the problem to be
managed properly. But before looking into this closer, it seems
necessary to briefly address what I understand when I speak about
governance approaches.

At the this stands  the

question of whether policy problems can be solved at all.

beginning  of endeavor
Interpretivist/Constructivist scholars agree that “solving” a
(societal) problem is a problematic action, and we should rather
talk about governing it (e.g., Rein and White, 1977). Rein and
White (1977), for example, dismiss the “problem-solving image”
of policy-making that “rest[s] on the conviction that policy
expresses a theory of action that includes: (1) a definition of the
problem; (2) a set of possible courses of action; and (3) a goal
or goals one seeks to achieve” (p. 250). Keeping this in mind, I
believe that it is certainly possible to find solutions for simple and
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TABLE 2 Forms of governance and their focus of governance matched
with suitable problems for addressing [see also (Selg et al., forthcoming;
Klasche, 2021a)].

Form of Examples of Problems Focus of
governance governance  suitable governhance

approach for

addressing

Self-active Hierarchy/market Simple Solution
Inter-active Network/heterarchy | Complex Solution
Trans-active Metagovernance Wicked Failure
Governance as Hierarchy/market, Wicked Solution
de- network, or
problematization ideation-based

governance

complex problems. The proven strategies have been traditional
market/hierarchy-based self-active governance and, more recently
prevalent, network/heterarchy-based inter-active

approaches (Klasche, 2021a, p. 47-50). However, when applied

governance

to wicked problems, these approaches fail to address the problem
due to various constraints. It starts with the fact that they are
both substantialist types of governance where we need a relational
form capable of considering the contingency and uncertainty
of the social. The other problem is their focus on wanting to
solve problems. A wicked problem cannot be solved and, at best,
managed and governed over time which is why these approaches
do not fit. This is why Selg and Ventsel (2020), (Selg et al,
2022), and Selg et al. (forthcoming) landed on the term “Failure
Governance,” a trans-active—and deeply relational—governance
approach that focuses on the failure of governing wicked problems.
This approach borrows from Jessop’s concept of metagovernance
that requests, among many things, that policy-makers combine

with
importantly,]

the “optimism of the will” “pessimism  of
[Most

incompleteness and failure as essential features of social

the intelligence.” ironist accepts
life but acts as if completeness and success were possible.
She must simplify a complex, contradictory, and changing
reality in order to be able to act—knowing full well that any
such simplification is also a distortion of reality and, what is
worse, that such distortions can sometimes generate failure
even as they are also a precondition of relatively successful
intervention to manage complex interdependence (Jessop,
2011, p. 119).

The different governance approaches and their usefulness in
governing different problems is summarized in Table 2.

Based on this, it becomes apparent that substantialist
approaches (self-active and inter-active) to govern wicked problems
are bound to fail. This becomes even more telling when one
considers the de-problematization of problems. Borrowing Hay’s
(2007) ideas on the depoliticization of issues, we found that many
wicked problems are de-problematized in a similar fashion. And
this is precisely where ideations come in.

Why are ideations now so problematic here? If we consider
ideations in the form of frames, for example, it tries to press
wicked problems in a “wrong” problem category. Let us take,
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for instance, the example of the securitization of the European
Migrant Crisis of 2015. In this case, migration is solely viewed as a
security threat—something that we certainly could observe in most
European countries (see Jantti and Klasche, 2021)—we will find that
the problem is misrepresented as a simple problem, which could be
solved by simply closing the borders. This is something that many
alt-right parties suggest. However, this disregards the following
worsening of the humanitarian crisis, i.e., people drowning in the
Mediterranean, freezing to death at the Eastern border, or living
hopeless lives in camps on Greek islands. It also does not get away
with the polarization of the population that fights over a focus
on either humanitarian or security values—something that we can
observe in the political and geopolitical crises laid out above. This
continuous polarization leads to threats to the social order and the
survival of democratic institutions and values which then deepens
the suffering of refugees. These acts of self-active governance to
migration do often not even address the one aspect of the problem
they are aimed at. For example, if security concerns mostly find
expression in the fear of increasing numbers of migrants entering
the country, straightforward policies, such as closing borders, are
not effective. An example would be Donald Trump’s plan to build a
wall at the Mexican-US border to counter the wicked issue of mass
migration that, based on his assumption, would stop the inflow of
migrants. However, it is almost inevitable that the inflow will not
stop but only be re-routed (Garrett, 2018, p. 203) based on the
evidence that the Mexican-US border is already highly fortified and
militarized and yet has not shown to play a major role.

Similarly, suppose we view the “migration crisis” only via
the humanitarian frame—one that stresses Europe’s liberal values
and its self-understanding as a positive norm-creator (see again,
Klasche and Selg, 2020; Jantti and Klasche, 2021)—meaning we
center on the humanitarian catastrophe and subsequently make
sure that Europe takes in as many refugees as possible, intensifies
rescue missions in the Mediterranean, and focuses on the closing
of refugee camps and on the integration in the host society.
In that case, we run into the danger of ignoring security and
geopolitical aspects (i.e., societal security concerns, terrorism but
also destabilization of sending and transit societies) and the work
political institutions will have to do in light of this development.
Personally, of course, this appears to be the better option in light
of bad options, as it saves as many lives as possible. Nevertheless,
the point remains that ideational/frame-based takes on wicked
problems simplify them—de-problematize them—to such a degree
that we lose sight of many of its characteristics and drivers which
ultimately disallow us to govern them adequately.

Ideations here become something like ideologies or worldviews.
They are used to solve problems “by displacing them through
readymade ideological or ritual responses that are presented as
universal solutions to whatever societal problems rather than by
attempting to address them” (Selg et al, 2022). Furthermore,
ideations are crucial “where each competing group attempts to
define or ‘frame’ the problem in a way that favors certain coalition
building” (see also Fischer, 2003, ch. 5; Selg et al., 2022). Ideations
are, therefore, very impactful in agenda-setting and coalition-
building in day-to-day politics. However, when faced with wicked
problems, this creates great problems as here both the problem
definition and the solution are “heavily loaded with interpretive
baggage, political story-lines and hegemonic discourses, making
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agreement over them utterly impossible” (Selg et al, 2022).
Examples of this can be especially found in the political discourse in
and around climate change. Statements such as: “there is nothing
we can do’ or ‘we must take immediate action™ (Fischer, 2003, p.
86) are prevalent. Climate change discourse is also ripe with macro-
level, hegemonic discourses (Fischer, 2003, p. 89) that position
the problem in contrast with other problems, e.g., “the growth of

» <«

the economy has to come first} “the transition to other energy
sources will be too costly.” In our language, ideations in the form
of framings or certain ideologies will de-problematize a wicked
problem and, more importantly, will not allow us to adequately
problematize it as the frame or ideology brings clear solutions
to the issues. Instead, we should be moving to the ideation of
the “problematization ethos” a constant readiness to problematize
readymade policy responses “so that the governance mix can be

modified ... flexib[ly] in the face of failure” (Fischer, 2003, p. 118).

Conclusion

This paper has stressed that the “European Migrant Crisis”
must be considered a wicked problem based on its complexity.
We should not view it solely as a problem of migrants entering
the EU but rather as an irreducible un-owned process within
local and global societies with multiple interdependent relations
that constitute it a problem in the first place. It is a global
phenomenon consisting of multiple crises emanating from many
locations worldwide that cannot be “solved” by stopping migrants
from entering the EU. We need to understand that problems
of this kind—wicked problems—can at best be managed and
require constant problematization that acknowledges its changing
nature. Frames and other ideations, however, create a reality where
reality is ordered and straight-forward and where ideologically
tainted solution attempts to wicked problems are the norm. In
this reality the problem is reduced to mere parts that depending
on which ideation is at work can be solved with simple policy
interventions. Out of the sudden, wicked problems appear tame
and straightforward like simple technical problems that can be
managed with the “old toolbox” of everyday politics. Policy-makers
are seduced to approach it with their regular governance tools,
giving the impression to the public and the voters that they can
“handle” these problems and solve them at once. Of course, this is
something we have come to expect of our policy-makers. However,
when dealing with wicked problems, this cannot be the desired
option as it simply will not work. One answer is the application of
failure governance. A mode of governance that understands

that wicked problems are un-owned processes and that
the process-relational approach requires, among other things,
constant awareness of the fact that the process involved is not in
principle reducible to elements and their action as the latter are
constituted and reconstituted within this process. Furthermore,
in that sense, failure is bound to be central in any attempt to
govern this process (Selg et al., forthcoming, ch. 4).

This governance approach does not try to engage with
wicked problems using proven policy tools but engages them
more with an ethos-based approach in which policies are in a
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need to constantly change to match with the contingency and
relationality of the social. Therefore, no clear guidelines to the
management of wicked problems can be given except for the
need to attempt to acknowledge their complexity at all times
(problematize them) and the need to do away with ideations
that usually attempt the opposite—reduce the world to a place
that can easily be ordered and understood (de-problematize it).
That being said we find some guidelines on what this ethos
ought to be grounded on in discussions on metagovernance: (1)
Requisite variety; (2) Reflexive orientation; (3) Self-reflexive irony
(e.g., Jessop, 2011). Klasche (2021b, p. 4) has summarized these
notions as follows:

Requisite variety is a “deliberate cultivation of a flexible
repertoire of responses” (Jessop, 2011, p. 117), so in case
of governance failure, the strategies can swiftly be modified.
Reflexive orientation addresses the preparation for failure. It
states that “a reflexive observer ... cannot fully understand
what she is observing and must, therefore, make contingency
plans for unexpected events” (Jessop, 2011, p. 117). Lastly,
self-reflexive irony is required for “tackling often daunting
problems of governance in the face of complex, reciprocal
interdependence in a turbulent environment” (Jessop, 2011, p.
118), and it equips the policy-maker with the ability to accept
“incompleteness and failure as essential features of social life
but [still] acts as if completeness and success were possible”
(Jessop, 2011, p. 119).

After all, I am not suggesting getting rid of ideations but
rather exchanging them with the attempt to conceive of the
world in relations, which helps us embrace its contingency and
interrelatedness. This approach runs counter to what ideations
usually do, order the world and simplify it. Instead, it increases
the world’s complexity and allows us to see to the bottom of
problems we must address. Only equipped with this ideation
can we manage wicked problems such as the “European
Migrant Crisis.”
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