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I. The transformation of a political system 

 

The signing of the Treaty of Lisbon on December 13th 2007 marks a decisive change in the 

history of treaty amendments of the last two decades. For the first time since the Single 

European Act, there will be no treaty ‘left-overs’ that define the agenda for institutional reform 

for the years to come. The rhetoric surrounding the new treaty in this regard suggests an 

‘end of history’. The heads of state and government signed the Lisbon Treaty “desiring to 

complete the process started by the Treaty of Amsterdam and by the Treaty of Nice with a 

view to enhancing the efficiency and democratic legitimacy of the Union and to improving the 

coherence of its action.” (Preamble to the Treaty of Lisbon, own italics.) They postulate that 

“the Lisbon Treaty provides the Union with a stable and lasting institutional framework” and 

“expect no change in the foreseeable future, so that the Union will be able to fully 

concentrate on addressing the concrete challenges ahead” (European Council Presidency 

Conclusions, December 2007).  

Taken at face value, this rhetoric signals a preliminary end-point in the development of an 

initial Community of Six with a narrow scope of coal and steel to a quasi-constitutional polity 

with a membership of 27 covering nearly all areas of public policies. This development poses 

an ongoing puzzle to integration scholars who have put forward a multitude of approaches to 

solve it.  Much of this debate in European integration studies focuses around the question 

why this expansion in size and scope has come about and who is responsible for it, with the 

traditionally dominant contributions – neo-functionalism and intergovernementalism – 

drawing opposing conclusions about the role of member states and European institutions. 

The focus of the debate however misses a central point: the radical development towards a 

genuinely European polity – a form of system transformation – does not only affect the 

European Union level, but rather the European system of states as such – what has 

traditionally been termed the Westphalian order.  

Recent approaches to European integration have begun to tackle this phenomenon. The 

novel focus on ‘multi-level governance’ and the ‘Europeanisation’ of national politics has 

incorporated national political systems in the analysis of the European polity. While much of 

this literature demonstrates the interlinkages between different levels and their subsequent 

interdependence, little systematic effort has been directed toward analysing processes of 

transformation taking place in Europe over larger time spans. The crucial point in contention 

is that the transformation of the European political system does not solely take place at the 

supranational level, but constitutes a wider phenomenon that impacts on the nature of 

statehood in Europe. Changes at the European level necessarily affect the fundaments of 

national polities. The search for the underlying dynamics and mechanisms driving this 

process at all affected levels has been the focus of few works in the social sciences. Broad 
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accounts of integration have mostly been relegated to historians who have been reluctant to 

identify systematic factors and patterns that shape and influence this development. Social 

science disciplines shy away from the challenge of addressing the ‘longue durée’ of political 

transformation in Europe. Yet, change has been profound, and analysing the transformation 

of the European political systems remains a crucial challenge.  

Some notable exceptions apply: Grand theorising has not gone entirely out of fashion, and 

some recent approaches have specifically addresses the question of transformation at 

multiple levels. While Andrew Moravscic’s oft-cited “Choice For Europe” involves the national 

level as part of a ‘two-level game’ in negotiating institutional change, he does not include in 

his model repercussions of the jointly constructed European polity on the substance of 

national politics and indeed the nation state as such. Alan Milward, on the contrary, takes the 

nation state as the point of departure in his analysis of the construction of the early stages of 

European integration. As the title of his major work implies (“The European Rescue of the 

Nation-State”), western European nation states saw a necessity in pooling some of their 

sovereignty in order to preserve the very essence of their nature. Faced with numerous 

pressures in reconstructing their state-hood after WWII, integration appeared as a viable 

solution to maintain sovereignty over central elements of national policy. Wolfgang Wessels 

follows a similar argument in his ‘Fusion’ thesis. His approach places the process of 

European integration in the wider context of the development of statehood per se. It explains 

the demand for integration as a result of an attempt at common problem-solving by the 

member states where individual states can no longer cope. In answering a number of basic 

constitutional questions member states seek an adequate problem-solving area and efficient 

as well as democratically legitimate decision-making procedures without, at the same time, 

excessively ceding national autonomy. Finally, arguably the most ambitious work on 

Europe’s longue durée to date was presented by Stefano Bartolini. Drawing on historical 

analysis, his “Restructuring Europe” places the post-war process of integration in Europe 

more abstractly in the context of political conflict and polity building (‘centre formation’, 

‘system building’ and ‘political structuring’) outside the conceptual confines of ‘the state’. The 

creation of boundaries moves to the centre stage of guaranteeing political stability, 

boundaries that stand to be weakened or removed by the process of European integration.  

This line of work ties in with what can by now be termed ‘classical’ strands of historical 

Macro-Sociology and efforts by those historians interested in theory building and the 

identification of trends and systematic patterns in large scale social processes. The most 

prominent representatives of this approach, Stein Rokkan and Charles Tilly, have tackled the 

challenge of tracing systematic patterns in the evolution of statehood in Europe from the 

Middle Ages to the present. Their research however hardly mentions the impact of the 

European polity on this process. Nonetheless, their contributions present an inevitable 
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starting point in addressing this central puzzle. Other contributions should however not be 

overlooked. The classic theoretical point of reference in the identification of time-spans for 

the analysis of social phenomena was set by Fernand Braudel, whose essay on the “Longue 

Durée” mapped out the challenge of addressing long term developments as a collaborative 

effort of different social science disciplines. Other influential works to be rediscovered are 

Amitai Etzioni’s “Political Unification” which presents a systematic analysis of processes of 

political integration beyond the state (but also applicable to sub-state and state-building 

processes) and Michael Mann’s impressive account of the development of statehood from 

Mesopotamia to WWI. German historians like Otto Hinze and, more recently, Wolfgang 

Reinhard have dealt extensively with the evolution of statehood and constitutionalism. 

Finally, a relatively new strand in the economics of institutions (most notably represented by 

Douglass North and Jack Knight) has devoted considerable theoretical effort towards 

modelling institutional change, moving away from historical accounts to a systematic analysis 

of factors driving the evolution of social institutions more generally.  

The last few years have also seen the establishment of a Collaborative Research Center in 

Bremen, Germany, analysing “Transformations of the State”, albeit focussing on a time-span 

from the 1960s (in their terms the ‘golden age’ of the ‘Western Democratic Constitutional 

Interventionist State’) onward which will doubtlessly contribute significantly to the 

understanding of change at the nation state level. 

Rather than present a survey of existing literature, however, this short essay proposes a 

framework for analysing transformations of the European political system in several 

perspectives. 

 

 

II. Assessing the Status Quo 

 

The objective of this essay is to map out an agenda to analyse the processes of system 

transformation and political integration in Europe. The analysis of transformation is subject to 

perspective. Time-span plays a crucial role in determining what has changed and what the 

source of such change is. Extending the period of observation will open the perspective to 

different trends and patterns. Trends that appear crucial in one period of time may reveal 

themselves to be peripheral if regarded in wider perspective. The transformation observed 

depends on the observation time-span. Theories addressing processes of change and 

transformation should therefore specify what time-span they address, and reflect on the 

implications of their choice of perspective.  
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The present point in time lends itself to an observation of transformation in different 

perspectives. Should the Lisbon Treaty emerge from the process of ratification (and this 

process remains studded with pitfalls) as the Union’s Status Quo for the time to come, it aims 

to present an end-point to a series of developments towards a novel state of the Union. To 

explain where we are requires an idea of where we have come from. In order to assess the 

impact of these developments on the European political system it is thus necessary to 

identify appropriate time-spans over which change as explanandum has occurred. Following 

an approach introduced by Wolfgang Wessels, this essay proposes three such time-spans 

that each aims to adequately address different transformations that have taken place over 

different periods of time, all culminating in the present status quo.  

The first of these developments has occurred over a relatively short period of time, identified 

by the cited Preamble of the Treaty of Lisbon as spanning from the Amsterdam Treaty via 

Nice to the present. This courte durée (Braudel’s instant), focussing on a short time-span, 

sees efforts by the heads of state and government to complete the series of treaty revisions 

aimed at eliminating the various treaty left-overs that had persisted since the Treaty of 

Maastricht. At the same time, this period has seen an extension in both scope and 

membership of the EU with considerable impact on the European political system. 

Assessing the status quo from a moyenne durée will come to quite different results, 

focussing on the profound transformation of the European political system since the Treaty of 

Paris in 1951. The pooling of sovereignty in European institutions beyond the national state 

level has sparked the development of a supranational polity with a state-like agenda taking 

over or sharing important decision-making competences in a wide array of public policies 

with the traditional authorities at the national and subnational level.  

Finally, viewing the status quo from a longue durée poses a particular challenge in placing 

recent developments within the context of the evolution of statehood in Europe since the 

inception of the Westphalian order (often found to take its roots in the Peace of Westphalia 

1648), as this point in time is usually (but not uncontestedly) identified as the point of origin of 

the system of sovereign states. While there is some debate in the social sciences about the 

long-term transformation of the state as one of its central analytical categories, few attempts 

have yet been made to systematically link this process at the national level with the process 

of European integration.  
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III. The Treaty of Lisbon: A reading in three time dimensions 

 

III.1. Short term perspective:  la ‘courte durée’ 

Regarded in a short term perspective, the Treaty of Lisbon presents the preliminary 

culmination of recent efforts towards enhancing the Union’s efficiency, democratic legitimacy 

and coherence. The Union was found lacking in these regards by its constituents and 

institutions but a series of treaty revisions to deal with the so called Maastricht left-overs had 

failed to achieve durable solutions. Political actors involved in the production of the Lisbon 

Treaty do not tire to underline that these objectives have now been achieved. 

Indeed, the new treaty introduces a number of innovations to the institutional architecture of 

the Union. A series of changes to the existing provisions may well to lead to increased 

efficiency as well as more democratic participation and controls within individual institutions 

and procedures. It is however uncertain if these effects will prove mutually reinforcing or if, 

on the contrary, they will turn out to be counterproductive in combination. 

Internal coherence may be increased due to the uniform replacement of the ‘European 

Community’ by the European Union. The formal bifurcation of the Union’s primary legal base 

however remains. The revised Treaty on European Union aims to state general provisions 

and objectives whereas the renamed Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union is 

meant to contain specified provisions for the individual institutions and policy fields. While the 

Lisbon Treaty formally abolishes the pillar structure, it is effectively maintained through the 

enduring separation of provisions on competences and decision-making procedures in the 

former first pillar and CSFP – with a major exception: the treaty indeed abolishes the former 

third pillar (Police and Judicial Cooperation in Criminal Matters) and subjects its content 

largely to what is usually termed the ‘Community method’.  

One of the cornerstones of the claim for increased efficiency post-Lisbon is the introduction 

of new rules for Qualitative Majority Voting (QMV). The present system was deemed unfit for 

an enlarged Union, a lower threshold was seen as an essential step to preserve the 

efficiency of decision making at the European level. The new system (optimistically called a 

‘double majority’) envisages to reduce the criteria needed for a qualified majority from three 

to two (55% of the member states representing 65% of the population) but immediately 

introduces a third criterion setting the threshold for forming a blocking minority to at least four 

member states. Whether the new system really decreases the likelihood of decisional 

blockage remains at least debateable.  

The Treaty of Lisbon set itself the target of enhancing the democratic legitimacy of the Union 

that was perceived as deficient. This question was addressed by stressing the principle of 

‘dual legitimacy’ for the EU as both a “Union of states” and a “Union of citizens”. The 

increased participation of the European Parliament in decision-making procedures and the 
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introduction of a ‘citizen’s initiative’ serves to stress the democratic quality of regulation at the 

European level. At the same time, the Treaty of Lisbon enhances the opportunities for 

national parliaments to intervene in EU policy-making procedures. As national parliaments 

have frequently been considered to be sidetracked by European legislation, their introduction 

as a novel actor is meant to alleviate the problem of guaranteeing the legitimacy of EU 

decisions at the national level. If national parliaments (or individual chambers) proceed to 

make active use of these provisions, enhanced legitimacy may come at the cost of increased 

informal negotiation and possible blockage. 

The Treaty further introduces a number of figureheads with the purpose of securing 

coherence and providing the Union with memorable ‘faces’. The result of this is a novel 

‘leadership quartet’, consisting of the newly installed permanent President of the European 

Council, the High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy who will 

also be Commissioner for External Relations and Commission Vice-President as well as 

chairman of the Foreign Affairs Council, the strengthened Commission President and the 

Council Presidency. The introduction of new positions and reinterpretation of existing ones is 

rife with conflict. Treaty provisions on their competences are considerably vague while their 

impact on the inter- as well as intra-institutional (with regard to the Council and the 

Commission) balance is potentially large. A recalibrated balance will only emerge after some 

time with uncertain results that may upset the purposed aim of increased coherence of Union 

action across policy areas. 

Some of the innovations introduced by the Treaty that are likely to a have a profound impact 

on the nature of the European political system (on all levels) were less contentious in 

preceding negotiations than the institutional innovations outlined above. Of these, the formal 

grant of legal personality for the Union and the codification of the catalogue of Union 

competences stand out as emphasising the changing nature of the European construct. 

Legal personality of the Union as the successor of the ceased Community allows the formal 

accession to the European Convention on Human Rights, creating – together with the Charta 

of Fundamental Rights that was not included in the Treaty text – a complex legal order for 

safeguards and rights-based policy in Europe beyond the nation state. The systematic 

catalogue of Union competences – while lacking stringency in detail – accentuates the state-

like agenda of Union policy-making. While these changes reflect existing practices, they 

highlight the degree of political transformation that has taken place in Europe over the last 

five decades.  
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III.2. Medium term perspective:  la ‘moyenne durée’ 

 

Shifting the focus of observation on such longer term developments opens the perspective to 

a more far reaching question: What factors explain the development of an initial Community 

of Six with narrow policy scope to a Union of 27 with an agenda covering – to different 

degrees – nearly all aspects of public policy? Not only has the locality of decision-making for 

a number of policy areas shifted substantially from where it was at the beginning of this 

process, the emerging European polity has attracted the participation of a growing number of 

actors from national and sub-national political institutions, civil society and the economy. The 

resulting construct is a complex institutional structure that allows for the production of 

authoritative norms at multiple levels.  

Some policy areas have been more readily ‘integrated’ than others. Most notably, national 

security – as again emphasised in the Treaty of Lisbon – remains a solely national 

competence. The same however holds true for much of foreign policy where efforts towards 

increased cooperation have been contrasted with persisting demand for external action on 

the level of the nation state. Welfare policy has also not seen the same degree of ‘pooling of 

sovereignty’ that has occurred for much of the ‘Common Market’ and economic and 

monetary policy. This pattern has led some observers to define certain ‘core areas’ of nation 

state competences (‘high politics’ in Stanley Hoffmann’s terms) that are predicted to (and 

normatively prescribed to?) remain at the nation state level. The ongoing tendency to engage 

in such ‘high politics’ at the European level – albeit with mixed results – has however cast 

grave doubts over the usefulness of this concept.  

Other approaches have stressed the ‘stickiness’ of institutions once created and their 

independent impact on the development of the polity. They also point to a ‘functional spill-

over’ of cooperation in one policy area into those functionally connected. Taken together, 

these mutually reinforcing processes are said to create an integrative dynamic that moves 

out of the control of the constituent members. While incidences of such processes have been 

identified in a number of policy areas, the ‘automatism’ of this development is far from 

established. Heads of state and government are a long way from having lost their position as 

‘Masters of the Treaty’, even though it has been rightly pointed out that much of the 

transformation process takes place outside formal treaty revisions.  

The confrontation between ‘supranationalism’ and ‘intergovernementalism’ has become 

deeply entrenched, much to the detriment of a more realistic picture of policy-making in 

Europe. The nature of the system is such that it engages a multitude of actors from different 

levels of government in joint decision-making procedures. Neither are supranational solutions 

necessarily ‘superior’ to intergovernemental ‘modes of governance’ nor does 

supranationalism necessarily undermine the ‘natural’ basis for legitimate policy-making. 
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Rather, faced with constraints on an effective regulation of numerous aspects of the modern 

welfare-state, nation states as the ‘traditional’ bearers of sovereign political power are 

searching for an ‘optimal problem solving area’ (to use Wolfgang Wessels’ term) while at the 

same time taking into account normative reflections on the appropriate and legitimate way of 

producing authoritative norms. The search for efficiency, legitimacy and coherence in 

problem solving as well as the appropriate balance between these objectives is thus not only 

the subject of a recent period of treaty revisions, but an underlying pattern in the 

transformation of the European political system since WWII at all levels of government.  

In dealing with problems as a result of internal and external developments, nation states 

have created solutions that have preserved their position as the ultimate point of reference in 

all things political but at the same time see themselves transformed in the process. While the 

constituent societies still hold into account their elected national government for all 

shortcomings in providing public goods, nation states find themselves lacking in ability to 

provide some of these goods individually. The decision to provide public goods jointly with 

other nation states ‘rescues’ the ability to deliver but compromises the nation state’s 

traditional position as sole bearer of sovereignty. Integration of decision-making 

competences at a higher level thus leads to a disintegration of the former system – without 

disbanding it altogether.  

Grand theorising has somewhat gone out of fashion, but the central puzzle remains. While 

the functioning of the present day polity can be fruitfully analysed in comparison to other 

political systems (but there remains some controversy about the appropriate object of 

comparison alongside a doggedly persistent but mainly unproductive claim for a ‘sui generis’ 

approach), explaining the evolution and transformation of the European political system 

poses an ongoing and rewarding challenge for social science. 

 

III.3. Long term perspective:  la ‘longue durée’ 

 

In order to analyse this process of transformation it would be short-sighted not to take into 

account large scale developments that take place over longer time-spans than those 

captured by most studies of European integration. Adopting such a long-term perspective 

however requires some justification. The man-made catastrophe of WWII casts justified 

doubt on the continuity and predictability of political and societal trends beyond such historic 

landmarks. The transformation of the European political system from the 1950s onward is 

strongly connected to the collapse of Nazi Germany and the reconstruction of its democratic 

successor, the emergence of two hostile blocks as nascent superpowers and the subsequent 

decline of the European continent’s global importance. These factors can hardly be regarded 

as systematic. Should the European experience thus be qualified as an anomaly in the 
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evolution of statehood? (Much as the German experience in achieving nationhood has been 

described as an anomaly in the European context by Heinrich August Winkler?)  But 

answering this question requires an idea of what a ‘normal’ evolution of statehood might look 

like; and the identification of normalcy requires comparison. Comparison in this context 

should be historical. Despite the difficulty of identifying systematic patterns beyond deep 

incisions, historical research on the evolution of statehood has attempted a periodisation of 

the evolution of the state. Such classifications start from the inception of the notion of 

sovereignty (the birthplace of the ‘territorial state’) in the Westphalian order and continue via 

the emergence of nationalism as a central characteristic of statehood to widespread adoption 

of capitalism as the state’s economic order and the development of welfare instruments for 

large parts of the constituent population. Post-war developments in Europe subsequently 

pose the question if integration beyond the national capitalist welfare-state heralds the 

emergence of a new period in the evolution of statehood (a ‘Europeanised state’?) or merely 

a temporary diversion from a different underlying path that remains to be identified.  

At the root of this debate lies the contingent nature of the state itself. As much as it is itself a 

product of history, the certainty about its continuing prevalence and centrality may be 

unfounded as historical processes transform its essence. In this context, it may become 

necessary to rethink basic concepts such as ‘integration’ and ‘sovereignty’ as equally 

historically contingent. The ‘state’ may be but one manifestation of these concepts. Research 

on the emergence of social institutions therefore attempts to break down the historically 

overburdened ‘state’ as a unit of analysis in political science to more basic patterns of human 

interaction. ‘Political integration’ may follow systematic patterns manifest in all human 

interaction, irrespective of historical or geographical context.  

 

 

IV. Conclusions 

 

An assessment of the impact of the Treaty of Lisbon on the ‘state of the Union’ comes to 

entirely different conclusions depending on the chosen perspective. In the courte durée, the 

question looms large whether the Treaty of Lisbon will prove a stable and lasting solution to 

the problem of efficiency, legitimacy and coherence of Union action that had not been 

successfully addressed by previous treaty ammendments. Regarded in the moyenne durée, 

the notion of stability becomes doubtful as the quest for an optimal problem solving area 

continues due a changing internal and external environment (with problems such as an 

ageing society, scarcity of energy resources and climate change moving to the foreground). 

In this perspective the question needs to be posed whether ‘thinking European’ may not 

prove too myopic for future optimal problem solving. In the longue durée, the question of 
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stability becomes preposterous. In this perspective, the Treaty of Lisbon marks a stage in the 

evolution of statehood, signalling either a step towards a new type of state, superseding 

previous ones, a transformed nation state or merely an ill-fated journey that will revert to 

earlier forms more stable.  
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