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1. Introduction: the pleasure and the pain of joini ng the EU 

1.1 Absorption capacity and post-accession manageme nt 

The last year, 2006 was the ‘annus miserabilis’ in the new member states. The previous 

year, 2005 was qualified in the same way by the old member states. It has become clear for 

the new member states that the most difficult period is not behind them in the accession 

period but ahead of them in the post-accession period. The Eastern enlargement has been a 

success story in a historical approach and in many policy areas, coupled with a high 

economic growth. But it has also been a very painful process for the populations of the East 

Central European (ECE) countries that has been followed with a high insensitivity in the 

Western public opinion and by the EU transnational institutions. The old member states have 

their ‘enlargement fatigue’ and the new member states have their ‘transition or accession 

fatigue’ with a large number of ‘hesitant Europeans’ on both sides. This paper tries to 

describe this situation and explore the reasons for the post-accession crisis in the new 

member states by indicating the social challenge behind.i 

Nowadays the ‘absorption capacity’ has been one of the most fashionable words in the EU 

(see Emerson et al., 2006; and Durand and Missiroli, 2006). However, it has usually been 

conceptualized only in a very restrictive quantitative meaning as adding the new members to 

the former ones. The absorption capacity of the EU has recently been, in fact, very low in a 

qualitative meaning as really ‘absorbing’ the new members through the Eastern enlargement. 

This qualitative meaning indicates discovering and treating the special problems of the new 

member states inside the EU, i.e. in the post-accession period. The ‘absorption’ process has 

been in the centre of the ‘C’ programme – consolidation, conditionality and communication – 

of the Commissioner Olli Rehn but it has never been implemented in its original form by the 

EU, i.e. with a genuine concentration on the new members’ consolidation in the EU in the 

post-accession period. 

There has been a specific situation in the new member states that will be analyzed in this 

study, namely unlike in the former enlargements, the formal entry of the EU10 does not 

mean their effective membership, since they have a ‘completing membership’ process within 

the EU in various policy fields. This aspect of the post-accession management has been 

largely neglected by the EU that has generated many crisis phenomena in the new member 

states it has produced for the short run a destabilizing effect. Therefore, it is a task of primary 

importance for us to identify the main post-accession difficulties of the new member states so 

that we could draw attention to the necessity of creating a Road Map for them that would 



  State of the Art paper WP II / III Theories: Team  5 

 

2

facilitate in the new member states to reach the stage of the effective membership. At the 

same time, one has to emphasize at the very beginning that in the EU25(27) the main 

cleavage line is not between the former and the new member states but between those 

states that support or oppose the further integration or deepening. As the present crisis 

situation indicates, there have been many other, more important cleavages among the 

member states than the old and new states’ controversy that has been summarized in the 

debates around the constitutionalisation process. These two major statements – the 

destabilizing effect in ECE and the main EU cleavage line – will be analyzed in this study in 

their close interrelationships. 

1.2 Destabilizing effect of the EU membership for t he short run 

Discussing the present situation in ECE in its specific character, one has to decide first which 

conceptual framework has to be applied: the genetic or structural approach. The answer is 

both, since in the analysis of the basic institutions the structural approach is needed, but in 

that of the main actors the genetic approach has to be used. The basic institutions of 

democracy have been completed in ECE, so the general framework of new democracies has 

been consolidated. Therefore the standard method of structural approach is adequate in an 

institutional or policy analysis. However, since the main actors have not yet been socialized 

in the new system with their proper behaviour and this actors’ side has still been in the 

making, in this case the genetic approach is adequate. The political actors, the parties 

cannot yet find their place in the new democratic system and they cannot yet play their 

expected role. The party systems of the ECE countries are in a great turmoil because the 

parties have usually shown a chaotic and hectic behaviour. The different sorts of the national 

and social populisms are running high in their midst as the present stage of high political 

instability demonstrates. The same goes for the social and territorial actors, since they have 

not yet become well organized and compromise seeking rational actors and they have not 

yet been socialized in the new democratic system either. 

Two decisive factors enter the picture in explaining the present situation in ECE, one from 

outside, the other one from inside. First, the EU entry has been a destabilizing factor for the 

short run, although stabilizing already for the medium run. Second, the missing social 

consolidation has caused serious troubles and it has been responsible for the upsurge of 

populisms. The economic and political systemic changes basically came to an end in the late 

nineties but the social systemic change as the social consolidation – the level of the standard 

of living and public services – was and still is hopelessly lagging behind. In the late nineties 

there were heated debates on the application of the terms ‘transition’ and ‘consolidation’ in 
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ECE. These terms were imported from Southern Europe (SE) and, as these debates proved, 

their application was very difficult in ECE. More or less it was clear that democratic transition 

was over, at the same time it was also clear that consolidation was not reached as it had 

been defined in SE. In my books in late nineties I introduced the term of early consolidation 

to indicate this ECE specificity and to distinguish it from the mature consolidation. 

The dilemma, described above, between the basic institutions and their actors was already 

visible in the late nineties through a series of contradictions, which have become more 

marked since then. First, there has been a high frequency of the changing-alternating 

governments to the opposite political side because the electorate has had the elections as 

the only means to express its dissatisfaction and to punish governments or political elites. 

Second, this dilemma can also be formulated as the contradiction between the parliamentary 

system in the Constitution and the state presidents’ behaviour who have usually overdone 

their modest role and competencies in their actual jobs. Third, the contradiction is even more 

obvious between the consensual constitutional set up and the actual majoritarian approach 

of the ECE governments. But in this genetic approach one has to realize that there has also 

been a ‘performance crisis’ in ECE that has led to the new face of the above dilemma: the 

more power is given to the governments, the better performance is provided by the new 

political system – at least for the short run. The more consensual the workings of the ‘fresh’ 

democratic system are, the less efficiency can be reached – again, at least for the short run 

(see Ágh, 2001). In this political learning process not only the parties but also the social and 

territorial actors have been unable to formulate and represent their interests properly. 

Therefore in a consensual system with many veto points the decision making process has 

turned out to be too slow and often blocked by the opposing organized interests, which have 

been unable for rational compromise seeking. I have described the performance crisis in 

ECE in terms of the effectiveness, efficiency and efficacy elsewhere in great detail (see Ágh, 

2005). I indicate here only that mature consolidation will be reached when, first, the 

performance crisis can be solved within the framework of consensual democracy and, 

second, when not only the basic institutional framework is given but also the capacity of the 

political actors to behave properly in a consensual democracy.ii 

1.3 Post-accession crisis in ECE and ‘creative crisis ’ in the EU27 

The ECE countries faced great difficulties in the accession period but much to their surprise 

the post-accession period has proven to be even more difficult. I describe these new 

difficulties as post-accession crisis and I confront it with the missing social consolidation in 

this Chapter. It gives us an explanation for the deep political conflicts, high government 
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instability and the quasi triumph of the national and social populisms in ECE. This is only a 

quasi triumph, since this has been a ‘creative crisis’ in ECE as a new transitory stage for the 

effective membership in the EU. As far as the EU is concerned, there have been two usual 

explanations of the EU ‘crisis’. First, the so called neo-realist approach has argued with the 

power balancing mechanisms in the EU, first of all between the great powers (Brimmer and 

Fröhlich, 2005). The enlargements have always reconstructed the power relationships in the 

EU, and with the Eastern enlargement many smaller states have entered that might have 

been disturbed the workings of the great power triangle (Germany-France-UK). But the 

representatives of this neo-realist approach have called for a new concentrated leadership in 

a ‘directoire’ with a bigger power concentration in the Council. The representatives of smaller 

states, in turn, have tried to point out that the establishment of the directoire would be 

counterproductive. They would like to strengthen the European Parliament and to prepare 

the emergence of the European demos. Second, the state-centric approach has argued that 

the long term tendencies in the development of the national states have led to the 

emergence of the EU ‘state’ or polity, since the new functions of the EU member states, 

including welfare, global security and competitiveness, cannot be solved any longer within 

the traditional national framework. Thus, the emergence of the EU polity is not opposite to 

the role of national states but it has grown out organically from their development (Bartolini, 

2005). Consequently, the transfer of some functions from the national states to the EU ‘state’ 

is the natural outcome of the insufficiency in the nation-state problem-solving mechanism. 

Unlike the neo-realist approach that worries about the decreasing role of the big powers, the 

state-centric approach wants to promote the EU transnational institutions, so these two 

approaches represent two diverging perspectives about the EU future, although both 

presupposes the reform of the Big Institutional Triangle of the EU (Commission – Council – 

Parliament). In my view, the new member states should refuse the neo-realist approach with 

the perspectives of a directoire and should support the strengthening of transnational 

institutions. In both cases the post-accession management in the new member states has 

become more important than before, since both reform directions would influence drastically 

the maturing of the new member states to the effective membership. 

2. Post-accession crisis in ECE in a larger histori cal view 

2.1 Monster waves sweeping away the ECE governments  

In 2004 all ECE governments were shaken by the EU entry and most of them failed and fell. 

First the Polish, then the Czech and Hungarian governments were reshuffled at the time of 
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the entry. There were also deep governmental changes in Slovenia and there was a 

permanent instability in the Slovak government, with frequent transformations in the 

governments of the Baltic States as well. The 2005 elections in Poland and the 2006 

elections in Slovakia and Czech Republic manifested that these earthquakes continued in 

the ECE governments. The Bulgarian and Romanian governments showed an even bigger 

and protracted political crisis even in the pre-entry period. In general, this post-accession 

crisis has demonstrated that the governments in the new member states are still very 

vulnerable to the EU pressure for their structural accommodation, first of all in the financial 

matters as deep cuts in the state budget for the introduction of the euro. The post-accession 

crisis indicates that the governments of the new member states have not yet been able to 

play their proper role in the vertical Europeanization, in transmitting the EU expectations to 

their polities and vice versa. The collapse of the ECE central governments around the entry-

time has indicated that the ‘monster waves’ coming from the EU have hit first the 

governments and macro-politics in general. Basically, the governments of the new member 

states have gone through a post-accession crisis under the double pressure of the 

overwhelming EU requirements and the domestic demands for the still missing social 

consolidation. This post-accession crisis continues in all walks of life, given the fact that not 

only the new member states, but also the EU has not been prepared for accession properly. 

The Eastern enlargement has been under-financed and over-demanded. The EU entry 

caused a shock even in much more developed countries in the former enlargements – like in 

Austria –, anyway. The new members have been forced into the ‘Procrustes bed’ of the 

former seven-year budgeting cycle (2000-2006). When they entered the EU, it was totally by 

chance how much was the ‘rest’ of money available for this ‘cheap enlargement’ (using the 

term of Michaele Schreyer, the former budgeting commissioner). After the entry they have 

been faced with the urgent need to join the euro-zone as well without a proper post-

accession management or a new, specific ‘cohesion policy’ for the preparation of their 

convergence programmes. 

2.2 Shaky governments and angry electorates 

The ECE governments have been rather unstable and these governments have rarely 

served four years they have been elected for, except for Hungary. In fact, in Poland between 

1991 and 2006 there have been ten governments and in Hungary only four governments. 

The Westerners were shocked first by the new Polish government in 2005, since Poland was 

invaded by extreme nationalism and arch-conservatism represented through the parties in 

government. In addition, this unstable populist coalition has produced such government 

practices as ‘purchasing’ MPs for the simple majority in parliament. The very long political 
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paralysis after the latest election in the Czech Republic has also been surprising for many 

people in the West. Slovakia was excluded from the EU-accession process because of 

Vladimir Meciar and his populist party in 1997. At the latest elections Meciar’s party has 

returned to the government in a coalition with the Slovak National Party of Jan Slota, which 

has been even more extremist. Thus, Slovakia has a Polish-type of government in which 

national and social populist parties have been in office. Perhaps most surprisingly, in the 

autumn 2006 a large public discontent with some street violence was provoked and 

organized by the populist opposition in Hungary. As it turned out, the opposition did not 

respect any rules of a consolidated democracy. Paradoxically, in the long run these self-

claimed ‘conservatives’ in Hungary have been attacking law and order to weaken political 

stability and to pave the way for street politics in a hope to overthrow the democratically 

elected government through street violence.iii 

In fact, the simple sociological reality is that a large social as well as political underclass has 

emerged in the ECE countries and these events have represented the mobilization of a very 

broad and very heterogeneous alliance of different kinds of losers. The class narrative has 

become illegitimate after the decades of ‘communism’, so they have returned to the national 

narratives, or even to the identity politics in a wider sense (racist as anti-Semitic and anti-

Roma movements). The social and territorial actors have not been able and ready for a 

rational political behaviour to suggest proper political discourses or meaningful public 

debates on social problems. The contacts between the political elites and the civil actors 

(interest organizations and ngos) have been weak in general, thus instead of clear political 

demands not only many political parties but also the social actors have often resorted to 

populist simplicities. The Westerners now discover that there have been the deep tensions in 

the ECE societies, although we in ECE pointed out these problems and weaknesses many 

years ago, with a reference to the similar problems in the Western societies that have been 

summarized for instance in Busemeyer et al, 2006. The Western reactions to this upsurge of 

populism have gone beyond surprise in many cases to the ‘naming and blaming’. Although 

some politicians and analysts have had understanding for the newly emerging difficulties of 

the new member states, but some ‘extremists’ have qualified these ‘ex-communist countries’ 

as hopeless ‘political failures’ or have simplified the ECE problems into some ‘post-accession 

syndrome’.iv 

2.3 Post-accession crisis due to the dual pressure on the ECE governments 

In general, the ECE democratic political systems have emerged under a series of the dual 

pressures from inside and outside that have been the heaviest on their governments. The 
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general framework of the external adaptation pressure has been the Globalization cum 

Europeanization Challenge, since globalization has mostly impacted upon the ECE countries 

through the Europeanization process. This Challenge, however, has been so strong, so 

overwhelming that this external adaptation pressure has dominated over the demands of 

domestic processes that can be summarized in the need of social consolidation. In the early 

nineties the global financial institutions – the World Bank and International Monetary Fund – 

appeared as institutional tutors in ECE but their direct influence soon vanished. Since then 

the main external pressure for democratic transition and consolidation have been exerted 

upon the ECE states by the EU ‘conditionalities’ (see e.g. Hughes et. al, 2004; and Pridham, 

2005). The EU pressure began with the Association Treaty and even after the entry it 

impacts heavily on the domestic transformations. The EU ‘pressure for co-operation’ in both 

vertical and horizontal Europeanization has also continued, since the new member states 

have to be included into the routine mechanism of all EU institutions. Analyzing the macro-, 

meso- and micro-levels of the institutional system one faces also some new theoretical 

problems to elaborate as well as some new practical difficulties to be discussed in their 

complicated interrelationships. My central thesis is that the emergence process of the new 

democratic domestic political systems has come to an end with the EU membership in ECE 

but the new period of the EU membership has begun again with a general crisis of the ECE 

polities. The ECE governments have also been shaken by the recent form of the dual 

pressure, i.e. by facing the euro convergence criteria from outside and the high expectation 

from the populations for welfare inside. This turning point can also be described as a tension 

between the adaptation to the EU by completing the membership (institutional reforms, euro-

zone and Schengen acquis) and the need for the social consolidation in the new member 

states (as reaching the ‘normal’ level of standard of living and public services).v 

2.4 The institutional deficit in the Europeanizatio n process 

The EU central governments are supposed to act as mediators between their countries and 

the transnational EU institutions. As a large literature on this topic has proven, this role is 

very difficult (see Kassim, 2003), since the member countries have to build up a big state 

apparatus to deal with the EU matters. These ‘direct’ national EU institutions have the role of 

reacting to the EU requests at short notice on one side, and represent properly the national 

interests at the EU level on the other. The establishment of these EU institutions in the 

central government was a very painful job in the accession countries and their institutional 

capacity was rather limited in spite of the concentration of almost all EU experts in these 

central units. By the time of the entry these EU institutions were more or less ready, but later 

this over-centralization has appeared as the major problem, since in the vertical 
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Europeanization these central organs have dominated the other levels and they have 

impeded the completion of the multilevel democracy. So the relatively too powerful 

centralized institutions have slowed down the emergence of the other institutions that have 

also been needed for the proper working of the vertical Europeanization. 

However, the monster waves coming from the EU have reached meso-politics as well, since 

in the first years of membership their absorption capacity of the EU transfers has been put 

under very serious test. The EU demands and pressures have concerned more and more the 

everyday life of all citizens in the new member states, i.e. generated quick transformations in 

micro-politics as well. With the EU entry the ECE societies have been facing not a virtual but 

a real test within the EU, since the capacity of the social and territorial actors in the newly 

emerging multilevel governance structure has become of prime importance. After the first 

wave of reforms of democratic institution-building in the early nineties, all new member states 

have begun a new kind of institutional reforms as a second wave of democratization. The 

new reforms have focused on decentralization and regionalization, in a word, on the 

institution building following the NUTS system at all the five levels as internal 

Europeanization. This process necessitates also the external Europeanization in the form of 

establishing contacts horizontally across the EU with the partner institutions and actors, and 

also the participation in the all European interest organizations at their own levels. To sum 

up: the new member states still have institutional deficits in both external and internal 

Europeanization processes both in their vertical and horizontal aspects, but finally they have 

realized the problems and they have made the necessary institutional designs for the second 

wave of institutional reforms. 

2.5 From participation paradox to representation pa radox 

The uncompleted institutionalization may be described in three major paradoxes that I 

analyze here first in their political aspect, then later in their socio-economic aspect. First, the 

participation paradox has revealed that the large part of population has not taken part in the 

political process, including the elections. Thus the elected politicians represent only a minor 

part of the electorate, actually in most cases only the lesser half of the population (most often 

in Poland). In the stable, consolidated democracies it may not cause serious problems of 

legitimacy but the participation deficit by demobilization provokes usually a crisis of the 

representation as well, in such a way it produces a special representation paradox in ECE. 

Unequal participation spells unequal influence and the inequality of representation is 

systematically biased in favour of more privileged citizens, those with higher incomes, 

greater wealth, and better education against less advantaged citizens. This ‘systemic class 
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bias’ (Arend Lijphart) in electoral participation is the biggest problem of the political 

representation in ECE. It manifests itself not only from the input side but also from the output 

side because the democratic responsiveness of elected officials depends on the quasi-full 

and equal citizen participation. This unequal participation has been a bigger problem in ECE 

than in the West because the unequal participation with ‘class bias’ has appeared in ECE in 

all participatory forms other than parliamentary or municipal elections, so one can conclude 

that in ECE the constituency or citizenry itself is not ‘representative’ enough, since the 

politically marginalized or silent strata have no chance to express their views at the level of 

national politics. 

First, the governments and politicians elected by an active relative majority at a given 

election may not be considered legitimate by the others, since they think that ‘this is not my 

government’. Second, these unstable governments are answerable to the populations only at 

the next elections, so the accountability mechanisms are weak, they do not include the 

meaningful control by, and the dialogue with, the social and territorial actors between two 

elections. Therefore their feedback is largely missing and the performance of the ECE 

governments is poor and their social sensitivity low. Hence, the rule is that populations 

change their governments regularly. Thus the governments cannot plan beyond one cycle, 

although most policy issues – and the requirements of the EU membership – would demand 

long term strategic planning. The ECE populations do not feel either that their governments 

represent their interests properly in the EU transnational bodies. In a word, the 

representation paradox is that the more the governments concentrate the power in their 

hands referring to the ‘representative’ democracy, the less representative they are, since 

they rarely have the sincere support of the larger part of population. Democratic transition 

and/or EU-accession have generated many tensions, so they would have needed stable 

governments or executive power. Instead the EU entry has further weakened the ECE 

governments and caused a long lasting post-accession crisis, all in all, it has sharpened the 

representation paradox. 

2.6 Democracy paradox and further democratization i n ECE 

In the new member states the democracy paradox has been a clear manifestation of the 

participation cum representation paradox and it has also closely related to the low capacity of 

the institutional system. Although the regained independence in the ECE states has led to a 

revival of the national traditions and institutions, the populations of the new member states 

have usually been much less satisfied both with the democratic character and the 

performance of their national institutions than with those of the EU. Thus, the populations of 
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the new member states have been open in many ways for the democracy transfer from the 

EU institutions. However, because of the weakness of their own domestic democracy and its 

performance deficit, they have been much less sensitive to the EU democracy deficit. 

Although anti-European and/or eurosceptic parties have ‘imported’ or have fabricated home-

made anti-Brussels slogans, this is still less important in the new member states than the 

dissatisfaction with the workings of democracy at home. 

Discussing the Eurobarometer 64 data (2005) on the satisfaction with democracy Debra 

Johnson draws the following conclusion: ‘the new member states are more favourably 

disposed to European political institutions than to national ones. In large part, this is probably 

driven more by negative feelings about domestic political systems and politicians than about 

European institutions, about which they have insufficient knowledge and experience to make 

a judgement. As yet, there are few signs of developing concerns about democratic deficits in 

the EU’ (Johnson, 2005: 128). Consequently, a profound cleavage can also be seen between 

the old and the new member states concerning the evaluation of the domestic democracy 

versus the EU-level democracy. Namely, EU-level democracy is appreciated more in the 

EU10 than the national one. As an indication of their severe domestic problems right after the 

entry, the new member states in general prefer the EU democracy to their domestic 

democracy. According to the Eurobarometer 64 (2005) only 33 per cent of the ECE 

populations are satisfied with the democracy at the national level and 53 per cent are 

satisfied with the EU democracy, which is 20 per cent higher than the satisfaction with the 

domestic democracy. The situation is opposite in the old member states, since people in the 

old member states are more satisfied with their domestic democracy than with the EU 

democracy. In the EU15 57 per cent of population are satisfied with the democracy in their 

country, while only 48 per cent of their populations are satisfied with the EU democracy. It 

indicates that for most EU15 member states the EU – unlike their own country – has 

developed a large democratic deficit. Thus the degree of satisfaction with the EU institutional 

order in the ECE democracies differs from the established old democracies and it was an 

important pulling factor to membership.vi 

The ECE populations have perceived the weak performance and the low capacity of their 

national institutions and they hope that a further EU democracy transfer can turn their 

countries from a low capacity to a high capacity small state. The new member states still 

have to complete membership and to reach also the stage of Post-Lisbon democracy. The 

new member states evaluate EU democracy more than their own democratic order, which is 

a clear case of democracy paradox in the case of a democracy in the making. This is not 

new because it is still the case in some former member states as well, where respect for the 
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EU democracy is still much bigger than for the national one. The deep distrust in their own 

political system is characteristic for all new democracies. It was – and to a great extent still it 

is – the case with Greece, Portugal and Spain: ‘[w]hile Italians, Portuguese and Greeks are 

extremely dissatisfied with the working of their national democracy, at the other end of the 

scale Danish, Dutch and Irish citizens seem relatively satisfied’ (Krouwel, 2004: 10). This 

situation has to initiate, indeed, a real study of comparative democratic politics within the EU 

(see Keman, 2002). 

2.7 Finally, the transition and accession fatigue a s enlargement paradox 

It is obvious that the Eastern enlargement has produced a bigger challenge for the EU than 

any other former enlargement because of its size and character. Accordingly, the new 

member states have to develop more EU capacity at the very beginning of their 

memberships in order to attain ‘effective membership’ than the former entrants, since they 

have joined a much more complex EU, in which the key word is policy integration, or in 

milder version policy cooperation. Altogether, one can formulate the aspects of the 

enlargement paradox – that applies directly to the present Eastern enlargement, and 

indirectly or virtually to any further enlargements – in the following way: 

1. The later the enlargement takes place, the less developed countries enter with a longer 

and more difficult catching up period, and with an increasing need for the EU 

assistance. 

2. The more complex EU carries out the enlargement, the more qualitative problems the 

new members have to face in the policy formulation and integration (e.g. in social, 

environmental and information-society policies). 

3. The more developed the EU becomes, the less willingness is felt by its member states 

to assist the new members, including helping them in joining the new policies as a 

post-accession management. 

Hence, seen from a policy approach the completing membership programme in the post-

accession period as policy ‘widening’ and ‘deepening’ seems to be even more difficult than 

this ‘completing’ process in the institutional approach. The cumulative negative effect of the 

above three points is going to be stronger and stronger in the case of further enlargements 

and it creates tremendous difficulties for the latecomer new members, Bulgaria and 

Romania, and even later for Croatia.vii 
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2.8 First conclusion: Completing the membership pro gramme 

The ‘completing the membership’ programme has appeared for the new members as the 

tasks of joining the new policies of the euro-zone, the Schengen acquis and the Lisbon 

Strategy. Above all, it has not been taken into consideration that (1) the new members have 

to meet the convergence criteria under these poor years of the still missing social 

consolidation and (2) the fact that the urgent introduction of the euro slows down their 

economic growth and the reconstruction of their public services. Due to the lack of the EU 

post-accession management no Road Map has been prepared for the completing 

membership process in the post-accession period as it had been done in the accession 

process. In general, the ECE countries have still considered to be the real success stories 

and it is rightly so. The completing the membership programme has been going on rather 

successfully, but its final and real success depends on the social consolidation in ECE in the 

spirit of the Lisbon Strategy. 

3. Social Europe between dream and reality in ECE 

3.1 Social Europe and high expectations in ECE 

The European Commission on 18 May 2004, right after the date of the EU10 entry, newly 

and again formulated the principle of policy coherence as a demand for the close connection 

between economic and social policies. This was a clear message for the new member 

states. Most authors indicate that the EU has tried to regulate social policy in some aspects: 

‘In December 2001, the Laeken European Council adopted a set of commonly agreed and 

defined indicators for social inclusion. These should play a central role in monitoring the 

performance of Member States in making progress towards the key EU objectives in this 

area set by the Nice European Council in 2000, and represent a major step forward in the 

development of EU social policy’ (Atkinson et al., 2004: 47). It is true, however, that there 

was a heated debate on Social Europe at the Hampton Court informal European Council in 

October 2005. This meeting has concluded that there have been several national systems 

and there is no common Social Europe model in the EU. Nonetheless, there have still been 

some ideas not only about the necessity of the ‘common’ European Social Model but also 

about the necessary social capacity in the EU, including the elaboration of indicators and 

targets for social inclusion. The ‘social dimension’ in general belongs to the most debated 

issue in the EU positive integration and it is necessary to distinguish between its ‘layers’ 

because they have been Europeanized in a different way. The basic layer, (1) the human 

rights aspects as the gender equality and regulation of working condition have been 
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Europeanized to a great extent, while (2) the correction of the labour market failures as 

employment policy and/or the free labour migration of the EU citizens have been regulated in 

the EU to lesser extent. (3) The requirement for the institutions of social dialogue is general 

for the all EU member states but as a framework regulation its concrete form depends on the 

nation state. (4) The human investments as schooling and retraining the manpower has been 

mostly left for the member states, whereas (5) the social protection-social benefit 

redistribution systems have remained in the hands of the member states almost completely, 

since the European Social Fund plays only a minor role compared to the nation states (see 

Ashiagbor, 2005 and Busemeyer et. al, 2006). 

All in all, the mainstream European Studies have conceptualized the European Social Model 

as the backbone of the European identity (see recently Oxford Analytica, 2006). All in all, in 

discussing ‘A Europe of national Welfare States’ Mario Telo concludes that ‘western Europe 

has developed a dynamic equilibrium between international competitiveness, social cohesion 

and democratic society that involves an active role for organized social actors and relative 

generous Welfare State systems and public services, even if these differ from state to state’ 

(Telo, 2006: 52). The new member states still form a separate ‘social world’ apart, in a clear 

regional distinction, since he old member states spend 27.7 per cent of their GDP for social 

policy as an average, the Visegrád states 20.1 per cent, but the East Balkan states (Bulgaria 

and Romania) 16.8 per cent and finally the Baltic states only 14.1 per cent.viii 

3.2 The high social price for systemic change 

In fact, systemic change in ECE was prepared, provoked and followed by a deep economic 

crisis in the late eighties and early nineties. However, unlike in the South European states no 

Western assistance arrived in the early nineties, so after some years of a very painful 

economic crisis management the ECE states came out from the crisis on their own. In the 

early nineties the GDP of the ECE states dropped by 20-25 per cent that necessitated a 

radical crisis management with the drastic reduction of the standard of living ‘individually’ and 

that of the state budget for public services ‘collectively’. In 1996-1997 the economic growth 

returned and it has been very high – around four per cent – in the ECE region. Hence, by 

2000 the 1989 level of the GDP was reached or slightly overcome but the level of standard of 

living and the state budget for public services was still lagging very much behind (see Eatwell 

et al., 2000). The introduction of the market economy with a large scale privatization and its 

social consequences also needed a high social price to pay in the nineties. Not just 

economic crisis but the privatization of the ECE economies and their transition from the 

industrial society to service society had many victims, above all in the form of the transitory 
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or final unemployment, since those above fifty years and the low skilled workers were unable 

to get accommodated to these radical changes. Before 1998 this process was usually 

described in the terms of transition costs and after 1998 in those of accession costs.ix 

Altogether, the new member states have paid a very heavy social price for the political and 

economic transformations in the form of poor public services and declined standard of living. 

The social transformation that was unleashed by the economic systemic change is twofold: 

(1) the costs of economic crisis management and (2) the costs of the long term economic 

transformations as creating market economy. Their combined result was that some islands of 

poverty emerged in the ECE countries with the cumulated negative effects: high 

unemployment, poor skills or education level, low standard of living, usually with older people 

and weak infrastructure. These poverty islands embrace the 10-15 per cent of populations 

and they have remained poor and unemployed despite all economic dynamism of the rest of 

the country. Two types of the poverty islands can be distinguished: the traditional type in 

rural areas and the neo-traditional type in industrial deserts with the collapsed centres of the 

obsolete industrial society. Hence, these economic processes have produced their negative 

social consequences in the form of socio exclusion and political demobilization, in which one 

can distinguish between the ‘absolute’ social exclusion – exemplified by the above case – 

and relative or temporary exclusion for the majority of the losers.x 

3.3 Economic exclusion generates political exclusio n 

The losers of systemic change have been almost completely excluded from the labour 

market and later also from the political life in ECE. This might have been advantageous to 

avoid populist danger in the short term at the beginning of systemic change but it has been 

detrimental later for the representative consolidation of young democracies in the long term. 

It has produced a political paradox: the more the losers needed political representation as a 

pressure group, the less they have participated in the political life and/or the less they have 

been represented by the parties and other political organizations. For a decade the social 

patience of the ECE populations was high and there were been no major social disturbances 

in ECE. But later the ‘no representation’ situation has pushed these impoverished masses to 

the street, to anomic actions. Thus there has been a recent turn in this respect in the form of 

the upsurge of social and national populisms that has reached the governments in Poland 

and Slovakia. But the hard core of this social resistance to the governments may not be 

found among the real, ‘absolute’ losers but much more among the ‘relative’ losers because 

many people with low skill-low education in the lower middle class positions have not 

enjoyed the benefits of the new market economy. They feel being relative losers, since their 
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positions are much below their expectations and they have a much bigger mobilization and 

representation capacity than the real losers, the social underclass (see Tang, 2000).xi 

The new losers of the EU-accession have been in a similar situation, in fact, there has been 

a strong continuity between the losers of the transition and the accession processes. As both 

the very low economic activity rate (slightly above fifty per cent) and the very low electoral 

turnout (usually slightly below fifty per cent) demonstrate, the systemic change in ECE has 

resulted in the social and political exclusion of the lesser half of the population and the EU-

accession has also threatened some losers by further social and political exclusion. The ECE 

countries have turned in such a way their economic deficit into social deficit by the drastically 

reduced public services (less health care, education and social security) and finally into 

political deficit by social exclusion and marginalization. In addition to the mass dissatisfaction 

with the way democracy works, a special kind of the accession democratic deficit has also 

emerged in ECE, since the EU-accession was managed exclusively by the governments 

without integrating the population at large to EU the integration. Altogether, the ECE 

countries have cumulated a huge social and political deficit that will accompany Central 

European history for some generations to come. It is more than the historically inherited, 

typical infantile disease of new democracies which is usually conceptualized as a weakness 

of civil society and its associations in both demand and control, input and output functions 

that weakens also representative democracy. This weakness of the capacity of civil society 

has newly emerged with a complex exclusion of losers, and, therefore, the social capital for 

the effective and efficient workings of representative democracy is still largely missing. After 

the legal-formal ‘constitutional consolidation’ the ECE countries have not yet reached 

‘representative consolidation’ through the completion of intermediary organizations and the 

social ‘integrative consolidation’ through the elimination of anti-systemic movements. Finally, 

they have not yet reached the ‘attitudinal consolidation’ of their citizens taking part in political 

life with firm democratic values.xii 

3.4 Social Challenge as high demand for social serv ices 

The teasing social problems have been summarized so far under the heading of the missing 

social consolidation. On the other side, as the creation of social capacity and/or social capital 

in the new member states is the main precondition not for the formal membership (EU 

compatibility) but for an effective or successful membership (EU conformity) in a catching up 

process. The Social Challenge in ECE has recently re-emerged not only from its negative 

side as ‘the trap of materialist needs’ but also from its positive one as the Lisbon requirement 

for high social capacity and the half-reconstructed public sector has now been targeted for its 



  State of the Art paper WP II / III Theories: Team  5 

 

16

Lisbon functions. For instance, a high level of education is not only a ‘social’ demand any 

longer in its abstract terms as a ‘welfare’ issue or moralistic normative, but first of all it is a 

simple and pragmatic Lisbon demand for educated manpower in the spirit of knowledge-

based society, or, in general, for EU-conform public services in all fields. There has been so 

far a lack of communication and understanding in this respect between the old and the new 

member states on the social situation in the new member states. The old member states 

have not been sensitive enough to understand the special character of Social Challenge for 

the ECE states in view of Lisbon Strategy, since they have presupposed a rather great 

Lisbon-type social capacity in the new member states as ‘normal’. They have not been ready 

to realize that these demands – social investment and Lisbon criteria – are but two sides of 

the same coin. One of the basic false perceptions in the West is that the improvement of the 

social conditions in the new member states has been considered as some kind of ‘luxury’, 

although the populations of the new member states have not yet returned completely to the 

standard of living at the 1989 level, and the present situation does not yet allows for the 

normal workings of the public services. Therefore the Visegrád Four (V4) prime ministers 

have emphasized several times the salience of the Lisbon Strategy for the new member 

states. This was the main message when they met on 8 December 2004 in Warsaw they 

‘stressed that solidarity should be the guiding principle for distribution of cohesion funds in 

the enlarged Union’. First of all, the prime ministers have emphasized ‘the importance of 

ensuring that the new financial instruments help bringing the development gap of the 

economies of all Member States by providing fair access to various programmes in the area 

of Research & Development and education aimed at reducing the technological gap and 

improving competitiveness’.xiii 

The European Commission on 12 May 2004 adopted a White Paper on high quality public 

services, realising that setting the legal framework for financing of public services was 

necessary for the normal functioning of the economy in general and for attaining the Lisbon 

Targets in particular. The ECE states in this respect have been lagging behind very much 

and the membership can be a push factor to restore the normal public services and then to 

develop them into ‘high quality public services’. The major issue is whether this contradiction 

can be overcome after the formal entry in the post-accession period, or not. If not, then the 

ECE developments will be pushed to a blind alley or to the ‘Greek way’. Ana Guillén rightly 

formulated the basic question about the EU25 in early 2004: ‘[a]t this point of time, when ten 

new countries are set to join the Union, one wonders what the future European Union will 

look like. Are we going to be able to design policies which produce a cohesive result, or are 

we walking towards a Europe of several speeds and levels of wellbeing? Will we be able to 
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be both internally and externally solidaristic? (…) If what we are aiming at is a European 

Union formed by a frozen and strict hierarchy of members, then it may well be the case that 

social inclusion will have to be renounced as one of the milestones of European identity’ 

(Guillén, 2004: 163). 

3.5 The Lisbon Strategy and the qualitative catchin g up 

The new member states have to concentrate all their efforts not only on the quantitative 

catching up in the terms of the per capita percentages of the GDP average but first of all on 

the qualitative catching-up process in the seven-year plans for 2007–2013. The qualitative 

catching up process has been described in Lisbon terms as a development by creating a 

new economy based on the high level public services and human investment. It equals with 

the end of the social systemic change and with reaching the long overdue social 

consolidation. This can be the real programme of the new member states for the next decade 

in the post-accession period and for the start of the next take-off period. However, also the 

EU has to realize that the new member states are still coping to a great extent with a pre-

Lisbon Agenda of the economic difficulties, the institutional reforms and the restoring public 

sector with its basic services in health care, education and social policy after a long period of 

neglect and low performance, hence they need a special assistance for joining Lisbon. Due 

to these difficulties in joining the Lisbon Strategy the deep social problems have re-appeared 

in the mid-2000s in a new light, since the Lisbon-conform social capacity from below is 

largely missing. In the post-accession period the social capacity of the ECE states to cope 

with the Lisbon-type of policy integration has to face not a virtual but a real test within the EU. 

The Nordic model with a high social capacity based on the quality public services has been 

propagated throughout this Chapter. The Finnish case has been the most successful in the 

qualitative catching up in the last years. Hence this model can be called in symbolic terms for 

the Central European states – situated geographically to the South from Finland – as the 

‘Finland in the South’ model.xiv 

3.6 Second conclusion: On the road to effective mem bership 

The Lisbon Strategy has emerged for the new members as a positive ‘forced-course 

development’ and great historical opportunity to conclude the social systemic change and 

answer the Social Challenge, since they could not progress in Lisbon terms without creating 

the proper social conditions for the knowledge based society. However, compared to their 

relative backwardness it appears also in many ways as a premature demand. No doubt the 

Lisbon Strategy, with its synergies in a developed society, could lead to a win-win situation or 
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positive sum game after a successful post-accession period. But the new member states 

have no time to waste and they have to engage in it right now with all the ambiguities of their 

present situation. 

Obviously, given the unfinished social systemic change, the task of social systemic change is 

very important for the new member states. In a word, the EU gives much more assistance to 

the territorial cohesion than to the social cohesion, so the new member states have to cope 

on their own with the huge problem of social cohesion and/or inclusion when they face the 

Lisbon task of integration economic and social policies. Effective membership and the 

increasing social expectations represent this dual challenge, since the basic social message 

from the new member states is that the ECE societies have reached the period of the 

revolution of high expectations. This high expectation has been both a problem that 

generates social tensions and an opportunity to create social capacity to implement the 

Lisbon Agenda. Yet, there is no doubt again that the Lisbon Strategy is the ‘new future’ also 

for the EU10. The EU entry has raised the level of expectations in the ECE public opinion 

through a permanent comparison of their own situation with the EU15 standard of living. 

Beyond that, however, it is also very important that the period of social patience has come to 

an end in domestic development and after a long decade of deprivation the population has 

demanded at least a minimum level of decent living conditions and public services. All these 

problems in the domestic development have been summarized in the terms of social 

consolidation or ‘social construct of democracy’ as a real Social Challenge. The main 

problem is that the EU has not realized that the increase of human investment and public 

services is not a luxury for the new member states, not even a simple issue of standard of 

living, but the crucial issue for launching the Lisbon Strategy as the qualitative catching up for 

the new member states.xv 

4. The ‘historical lie’ of over-promising in ECE 

4.1 The ‘Hot Autumn ’ in Hungary 

Hungary, in fact, has been the most stable ECE democracy with a relatively well established 

party system. Therefore it came as a great surprise for the international public opinion that 

from mid-September to early October 2006 there were street riots and demonstrations in 

Hungary and there was a return to the street disturbances between 23 October and 4 

November 2006. The forms of these demonstrations were shocking but the basic fact still is 

that these events were the mildest forms of resistance in the new member states to those 

austerity measures demanded by the EU. The Euro-scepticism and anti-elite feeling has 
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been rampant in the Czech Republic and it has led to political apathy and political paralysis, 

therefore the country has been without government for a long time. The populists had a clear 

victory at the latest elections in Poland and Slovakia, thus the slogans shouted in the streets 

of Budapest can be also heard from the Polish and the Slovak governments. However, the 

main opposition party in Hungary failed to win the latest elections in April 2006 with its 

populist sloganeering. Its election demands were extremely over-promising for the population 

as e.g. the introduction of the pension for the 14th month combined with drastic cuts of taxes 

at the same time. These slogans have shown the direction of the populist pressure as well as 

the absurdity of these contradictory demands by the populist opposition party but they set the 

tone and style of the electoral campaign. 

The Hungarian political landscape shows a big polarization between two major parties on the 

Left (Hungarian Socialist Party) and the Right (Fidesz – Hungarian Civic Alliance). In 

addition, there have been three smaller parties, the Alliance of Free Democrats (in coalition 

with the HSP) and the Hungarian Democratic Forum (centre right party, not an ally of 

Fidesz), and the Christian Democratic Peoples Party that has been sometimes an 

independent party, sometimes an organization within Fidesz. The price paid for the unified 

rightist party has been extremely high, namely Fidesz has invited the extreme right for an 

actual electoral coalition and it has taken over many of its demands that have frightened the 

voters in the centre. This slide to the extreme right has been one of the main reasons for 

Fidesz losing the latest election. Looking for revenge after the April 2006 election Fidesz 

mobilized its supporters for street demonstrations. These mass demonstrations were also 

strengthened by the drastic austerity measures introduced by the government since May 

2006 in order to meet the targets of the EU convergence programme. As a result, the 

popularity of the new government, elected with a large margin, dropped significantly since 

June 2006 because of the reform steps and austerity measures. Thus the October 2006 

municipal election was lost by the HSP-AFD coalition and this defeat gave an opportunity for 

Fidesz to mobilize in the streets against the government with populist, anti-reform 

sloganeering. 

4.2 Double game between populism and European centr e right 

The basic message of Fidesz, sent to its constituency after the electoral defeat, was that it 

represented the ‘nation’ and the nation could not be loser. With this typical populist 

statement, Fidesz has developed a double talk and has played a double game in an effort to 

keep both centre right and extreme right in one party (according to the Fidesz slogan: ‘one 

camp – one flag’). It sends usually ambiguous political messages to satisfy the needs of 
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these two diverging electorates, or its messages have been simply formulated two 

sentences, one after another with a contradictory meaning to serve its double audience. 

Fidesz has demonstrated its belongingness to the EU centre right and institutionally to the 

EPP with cautious pro-EU messages on one side and it has practiced a soft Euroscepticism 

for the domestic use, sometimes adventuring even in hard Euroscepticism as well on the 

other. In a word, trying to keep together a heterogeneous political and social constituency, 

Fidesz has concocted a very heterogeneous political programme in order to satisfying 

everybody from the centre to the extreme right. In this ‘postmodern’ political communication 

Fidesz has relied to a great extent on the ‘cognitive dissonance’ of its followers, i.e. on the 

fact that the large masses have usually been able to absorb and tolerate contradictory 

statements. 

4.3 Mass discontent with the EU convergence program me 

This general picture has been largely influenced by the particular case of the ‘stolen’ speech 

of Ferenc Gyurcsány. He delivered a ‘secret’ speech in late May 2006 for the HSP 

parliamentary faction at the time of the coalition-building process. Gyurcsány has used very 

strong words, revealed the serious economic situation and the EU demands for the 

convergence programme. He wanted to convince the MPs from the HSP that radical reforms 

were needed and austerity measures had to be introduced. His main argument was directed 

against the ‘historical lie’ that ‘everything has been going well in Hungary’. He said to the 

MPs that this ‘lie’ had to be stopped and the Hungarian people had to be told the sober 

reality. He was successful in convincing the audience in this closed meeting in a government 

building. But this ‘secret’ speech was, however, recorded by some professional criminals as 

a hostile action and it was sent on 17 September 2006 in many copies to the media. Fidesz 

took the opportunity immediately, after some hours and began a campaign against the prime 

minister ‘telling lies’. This campaign has been framed by Fidesz as ‘moral crises’ in Hungary 

demanding the resignation of the prime minister. In fact, on the contrary, the prime minister 

tried the overcome the period of the electoral over-promises as ‘lies’ and he wanted to stop 

misleading the Hungarian population that the EU membership could be managed without 

major reforms. The moral crisis argument has dominated in the Fidesz campaign against the 

government and they have maintained the demand for the resignation of prime minister 

allegedly confessing that he was ‘telling lies’. 

4.4 Political ‘mafia ’ organization gets the ‘secret ’ speech 

Actually, Fidesz initiated this ‘lie campaign’ in June 2006 and mobilized for street 

demonstrations against the government, as if they had known the secretly recorded and 
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leaked speech of prime minister. Most probably they knew it, indeed. At least there have 

been many allegations in the Hungarian media for this kind of Fidesz scenario but nothing 

has been revealed as yet about the breach of security in the government building recording 

the Gyurcsány speech. But right after the publication of this speech in the media Sunday 

afternoon (17 September 2006) Fidesz demanded the resignation of prime minister and 

some political organizations close to the Fidesz called for mass demonstration in front of the 

Parliament for Sunday evening. This mass demonstration resorted to violence. The mob 

moved a small distance from the Parliament to the building of the Public TV Station and 

began to attack the police protecting the building. Actually, the mob – numbering some 

hundreds but witnessed by some thousands as passive participants – at night from 17 to 18 

September 2006 occupied the TV building, ravaged and set fire some parts of the building. 

The Hungarian riot police was weak, not well prepared and well equipped, since nobody 

expected such vandalism or the eruption of violence by the gangs consisting mostly from 

football hooligans and well known extreme right wing activists. The next day the police 

recovered and the street violence was stopped everywhere but the ruins were left behind 

them in some parts of the city. Also the wounds have remained in the minds of the 

Hungarians over such a big extreme right vandalism. In these first three days about two 

hundred police officers were injured and less than a dozen on the attackers’ side. The street 

violence returned on 23 October 2006 but this time the police was better prepared to manage 

this vandalism. Afterwards Fidesz complained about the ‘police atrocities’ but there was 

much less police violence in Hungary against the angry mob attacking the police than at the 

usual Western police actions against the extremist demonstrations. 

4.5 Extremists in the shadow of Fidesz 

Fidesz has reacted to the eruption of the street violence with the usual double talk: the 

demonstrators are democrats protesting against the ‘moral crisis’ and allegedly the Fidesz as 

a party has nothing in common with the vandals-criminals. No doubt that there were been 

two poles in the demonstrations, the small group of violent extremists on one side and the 

big group of peaceful demonstrators on the other. But some youngsters moved in between, 

joining the extremists for some actions and turning back later to the folk of peaceful 

demonstrators. The double talk has appeared again when some Fidesz representatives have 

called the vandals that have been collected by the police ‘political prisoners’ to be freed. The 

Fidesz leadership has continued its mainstream discourse to distinguish between the 

demonstrations and the street violence on one side, and to legitimize all actions of the 

demonstration with the reference of the ‘moral crisis’ caused by the government. For sure, 

the Kossuth square in front of the Parliament was occupied by some hundred extreme right 
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demonstrators until 23 October and at the same time this square witnessed the regular daily 

official demonstrations of the Fidesz with speeches delivered by its leaders. The police tried 

to avoid conflicts with the demonstrations, so this strange political ‘absurd theatre’ continued 

in front of the parliament until 23 October when the celebrations of the October revolution 

took place with a large high ranking international participation of the heads of state and prime 

ministers. It would be too early to draw conclusion on this prolonged conflict but the turning 

point certainly came on 6 October 2006 when the government received a large support in the 

parliament in a confidence vote. The violent street actions came to an end on 4 November, 

on the 50th anniversary of the Soviet invasion against Hungary. The constitutional 

foundations of the Republic of Hungary have proven to be firm and they have resisted to the 

attack of the violent anti-constitutional forces. Hungary will continue its institutional reforms 

and will comply with the demands of the EU convergence programme. The ‘Hot Autumn’ was 

very ugly and shameful but it was the price paid by Hungary for overcoming the post-

accession crisis and preventing the victory of the populist forces. 

4.6 The ‘historical lie ’ as a typical ECE false crisis management 

This Hungarian story has a much wider significance for the whole ECE region: First, the new 

democracies have to be prepared to defend themselves against the populist attacks 

including street violence. Second, the post-accession crisis with a deep social challenge has 

to be taken for serious, and it has to be solved or overcome as soon as possible. The 

‘historical lie’ has been the typical historical pattern since the early period of systemic 

change. First, telling lies and over-promising appeared as a means bridging the gap between 

democracy and welfare, and then it has been more and more over-dosed as a pain-killer in 

the periods of the transition and accession costs. Basically it has also been some kind of the 

self-defence of the weak, unprepared political elite that has tried to cover its incompetence 

by this over-competition with promises. Initially, this over-competition was characteristic of 

the electoral game but it has become increasingly part of the routine political activity between 

two elections as well. Finally, the historical lie has reached its apex with the introduction of 

the modern or post-modern instruments of the political marketing in the present media-

democracy. Again, as it has been said before, the ECE political systems in the EU have 

produced a situation of a general crisis as a political side of the post-accession crisis. The re-

elected Hungarian prime minister, Ferenc Gyurcsány has tried to break the vicious circle of 

over-promising and telling historical lies. His effort has come under populist attacks but 

discovering the sober reality and mobilizing for the unavoidable reforms has been the only 

way to overcome the post-accession crisis, including the crisis of the ECE political elites.xvi 



  State of the Art paper WP II / III Theories: Team  5 

 

23

5. Conclusion and discussion: expecting a turning p oint in 2009 

5.1 EU at crossroads in the early 21th century 

For the EU27 the most crucial issue is the choice between being reduced to a Common 

Market, or being developed into a more integrated Europe. The EU political system as a 

whole has changed with the Eastern enlargement beyond recognition. Not only the new 

member states but also the elites and populations of the former member states have to face 

the new reality. The French and Dutch referendums on the Constitutional Treaty have 

demonstrated that these EU citizens have voted about both ‘what Europe is’ and ‘what it 

should look like’. They have expressed their opinion that they see – at least for a long period 

– the ‘final’ borders of the EU with the emergence of the EU27 (or EU28 with Croatia) and 

they would like to arrange the common social and political issues within this ‘final’ Europe.xvii 

The reform of the EU institutions has usually based on the assumption that the increasing 

role and competence of the European Parliament will bring the character of the EU polity 

closer to that of the national political systems and in such a way it will lessen democratic 

deficit. Consequently, there have been two main issues as two major directions in the 

constitutionalisation process. The first direction is the discussion of the relationship between 

the national constitutions and the EU ‘constitution’ that has raised the question where the 

borders of the national sovereignty are. Among many other cases the borderlines between 

national and EU sovereignty has come to the surface e.g. in the case of the extradition of a 

citizen to a foreign state under the common European arrest warrant, but in fact the EU is not 

a ‘foreign’ state given the shared sovereignty with its member states. Second, the new, 

incoming policy fields require the new types of regulation that opens the discussions about 

the new EU governance, focusing on the problems of governance with partnership on one 

side and on the new “modes of governance (like multilevel governance structures and to the 

open method of coordination) on the other that have been the most heated debates (Treib et 

al., 2007). Simply said, first, one has to clarify the relationships between the member states 

and the EU (i.e. the relationships of its parts to the EU as a whole) and second, the workings 

of the EU as a whole (EU governance) in the new Europe of EU27. 

In both ways, coalition-making will have a new importance with an enlarged Europe into 

EU27, since there has been a competitive pressure in the global world on the EU to work 

more effectively and at the same time decision-making will be more difficult and time 

consuming with the 27 member states. In the above mentioned two aspects it generates the 

reforms from the unanimity to the qualified majority vote (QMV) on one side and the new 
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kinds of workings of the EU transnational bodies on the other. The QMV approach suggests 

that some coalitions have to be formed even in the preparation stage of decision-making in 

order to shorten the process and making it more efficient. This will restructure the EU into 

more or less stable groups, and there are already several coalition-groups as the German-

French cooperation (the Franco-German coalition becoming more and more German-

French), the Benelux and the Nordic states, and finally with weaker entities as Visegrád Four 

(V4) and the Baltic cooperation. The main distinction for these groups is between the ad hoc 

coalitions and the permanent coalition formations. In spite of its growing importance, the new 

member states are not yet completely ready for the coalition-making, since they have some 

perceived interests but they have not yet elaborated their real interests, and they do not have 

yet the full capacity to negotiate and reach compromises. No doubt that coalition-making is 

especially important for smaller states and although the Nordic and Benelux states have 

shown up very successful cases, the V4 states are rather lagging behind, but the first step 

has been the organization of the meetings of V4 prime ministers before the EU Council 

summits. The two Austrian presidencies were not successful in creating the Central 

European region as a ‘coalition’. Austria did not take the leadership and did not give 

initiatives. It was passive in this respect and not helpful enough for assisting Czechia, 

Hungary and Slovakia (and Slovenia) in their regional organization efforts but the prospects 

for representing the shared interests of this region are still very good with the incoming 

Slovenian (2008), Czech (2009) and Hungarian (2011) presidencies. 

5.2 The year of 2009 as a turning point? 

Given the 50th anniversary of the EU in March 2007 the historical dimension has to be 

emphasized more than usual. The EU is still a young polity and it is an open ended historical 

project that will develop through further decades and centuries. The original Big Projects – 

single market, euro and Lisbon – have only led the foundations of the new polity, and the 

Tampere-Hague Projects with many other initiatives indicate the various directions for its 

further development. The Eastern enlargement of the EU10 has been a big shock for the old 

member states, and there will be even bigger shock after the entry of Bulgaria and Romania 

(Phinnemore, 2006), but these shocks are short periods in the long history of the EU. The 

West Balkans’ Europeanization will be an even bigger difficulty and even longer process, 

since new forms will be invented and introduced as transitory forms in the accession 

process. Most probably, there will be some kind of the ‘sectoral’ integration, not the whole 

country but some sectors will be Europeanized step by step – as visa regime, youth and 

higher education, or the extension of the European Economic Area (EEA+) – and after this 

first stage the EU membership may come after 2015 (see CEPS European Neighbourhood 
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Watch, 2006). For sure, the next period in the EU27 developments will produce new 

cleavages lines in the EU, and even nowadays the cleavages that focus on the EU financial 

reform and new Treaty in 2009-2010 are much more important than those between the old 

and new member states. 

In this spirit, for the new member states I have suggested a distinction between the present 

post-accession period and the next take-off period. The first one means that the institutional 

accommodation process has to be completed inside the EU in the post-accession period by 

organizing the meso- and micro-level institutions, since the present system of institutions is 

still asymmetrical with the dominance of macro-institutions. The second one is the ensuing 

acceleration period when the new member states will be already competitive in the EU with 

their EU conform institutions and they start the catching up process to reach the level of the 

average EU development. These post-accession and take-off periods need more elaboration 

for understanding and promoting the special development of the new member states in the 

near future. In my view, the year of 2009 will be a turning point in the new member states as 

well through overcoming the post-accession crisis and for completing the membership by 

2015. It means also starting the take-off period around 2015 and in the case of the most 

developed new member states reaching the EU average around 2025. 

5.3 The new member states looking forward to the EU  Presidencies 

In December 2005 the European Council decided about the list of presidencies until 2018. 

They had to reconcile two issues, to balance the new and old, the small and big states, 

therefore a system of the 18 month, three member presidencies were introduced. The first 18 

month programme of the presidencies has been published (see Council of the European 

Union, 2006; see also Dauderstädt et al., 2006). In this frame Slovenia is the first new 

member state entering the presidency role, first indirectly with Germany and Portugal, and 

later, in the first half of 2008 directly on its own. So does the Czech Republic in the first half 

of 2009 and Hungary in the first half of 2011. The presidency role is part of completing 

membership, and it facilitates overcoming post-accession crisis and it strengthens the EU 

identity of the new member states. The years ahead will be the preparation period for at least 

these three new member states, including their experts and public discussions. The 

European Studies in general, and in the new member states in particular have to initiate 

meaningful studies and debates about the membership tasks. 
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6. Final conclusion 

It would be misleading to state that the main problem of the EU is the old-new member 

states’ controversy. At the same time, one has to condemn also those views which see all 

the reasons for the present EU ‘crisis’ in the Eastern enlargement and victimize the new 

member states. But equally, it would also be misleading not recognizing that the treatment of 

the specific issues of the new member states is one of the basic preconditions to solve the 

main problem of the EU. The main cleavage line of the EU is between integrationists and 

isolationists, i.e. between those who support the further integration in the EU and those who 

fervently oppose it. Our task in the new member states is to clarify which factors facilitate and 

which factors hinder the further EU integration in our own countries, and how to overcome 

these difficulties. This chapter has been written in this spirit and it wants to promote the idea 

of the further EU integration. 
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Notes 
i This paper was originally written for the October 2006 conference in Budapest (Overcoming the EU crisis: EU 

perspectives after the Eastern enlargement) as the follow up of my latest books (Ágh, 2005 and 2006) and of an 
edited volume (Ágh and Ferencz, 2006). It has been further developed in the early 2007 and focused on the 
relationships between the missing social consolidation and political instability in ECE in a larger framework of 
the old and new member states. 

ii These problems are well known in all democratic system (see Colomer, 2002: 1-15) but they have appeared 
very markedly in the new ECE democracies that I have tried to summarize in this Chapter. 

iii In Poland between 1991 and 1993 there were two governments (Jan Olszewski and Hanna Suchocka), between 
1993 and 1997 three (Waldemar Pawlak, Józef Oleksy and Wlodzimierz Cimosewicz), between 1997 and 2001 
just one (Jerzy Buzek), between 2001 and 2005 two (Leszek Miller and Marek Belka) and after 2005 so far 
again two governments (Kazimierz Marcinkiewicz and Jaroslaw Kaczynski). There has been big power 
concentration in the Slovak governments that has split the country into two – pro- and anti-European – camps. 
Vladimir Meciar, the nationalist and populist leader was the prime minister between 1992 and 1994, and 
between 1994 and 1998 that resulted in the exclusion of Slovakia from the EU-accession process. Mikulás 
Dzurinda, the leader of the pro-European wing was prime minister again twice, between 1998 and 2002, and 
between 2002 and 2006 but his unstable multi-party coalition with a permanent coalition crisis survived only as 
an anti-Meciar alliance. Finally, Meciar and the social-national populism have come back in the Robert Fico 
government after the 2006 elections. In the Czech Republic Václav Klaus had a strong-handed soft Eurosceptic 
government between 1992 and 1996, which failed at the end of his second cycle and Klaus was replaced in 
1997 by the caretaker government of Josef Tosovsky. Milos Zeman was prime minister between 1998 and 2002 
but only in a ‘parliamentary coalition’ with Klaus, since no party could have a stable majority in the Czech 
parliament. This unbalanced situation continued between 2002 and 2006 when this instability produced three 
governments (Vladimir Spidla, Stanislav Gross and Jiri Paroubek), and even after the 2006 elections when no 
government could take office for many months. The government stability has been stronger in Hungary where 
the parliaments and governments have always stayed for four years and there have only been two government 
reshuffles. Between 1990 and 1993 József Antall was the prime minister and after his death the minister of 
interior (Péter Boross) completed the term. Between 1994 and 1998 there was no change at the top of 
government, Gyula Horn was the prime minister for the whole term and the situation was the same between 
1998 and 2002 with Viktor Orbán. In the 2002-2006 cycle there was again a change between Péter Medgyessy 
and Ferenc Gyurcsány at the post of prime minister in the same coalition. The government of Ferenc Gyurcsány 
was re-elected in 2006 with a large majority. 

iv See The Economist (‘Central and eastern Europe: Shadows at Europe’s heart’, October 14th 2006). The 
Economist has published a series of articles with arrogance and lack of understanding of the processes in ECE 
(see for instance ‘Hungarian dances’, September 21st 2006 – ‘Europe’s fraying fringe’, October 14th 2006 – 
‘The European Union’s new members: Through the looking glass’, November 30th 2006). 

v Quite surprisingly the usual EU assessments note that there is a ‘political stabilization’ in ECE and do not 
mention the crises of governments. This approach is even stranger in the case of Poland, where they see the 
same stabilization in the government and party system at the 2005 elections, which is highly counter-factual, 
since the Polish party system collapsed at these elections (Sitter and Henderson, 2006: 171, 189, 192). This 
shows the high insensitivity of the Western analysts to the problems generated by the EU entry in ECE. 

vi The results of the Eurobarometer 65 (July 2006) are very similar. In the old member states 48 per cent, in the 
new member states 59 per cent is satisfied with the way democracy works in the European Union. In turn, in the 
EU15 58 per cent is satisfied with the way democracy works at home but in the EU10 only 41 per cent. The 
latest Eurobarometer 66 (December 2006) does not offer new data on this issue. 

vii In my view this entry process can be described as ‘inter-penetration’, since not only the EU requirements have 
‘entered’ these countries but many people from these latest new member states in fact ‘entered’ the old member 
states, since millions of Bulgarians and Romanians have settled down in the old member states. 

viii See the calculations of Béla Greskovits based on Eurostat reports in his paper ‘Terminating Post-communist 
Social Contracts: Neoliberalism without Mandate in Visegrád countries’ (paper presented at the above 
mentioned October conference). 

ix Heather Grabbe has summarized these problems under the heading of accession costs. Her argument makes it 
clear that the financial shock of the accession could have been predicted and prevented in the EU: ‘The 
accession negotiations have left a bitter taste in central Europe because the financial deal was not generous to 
the new member states. (…) Their financial ministers are likely to need more transfers from Brussels because 
several of them will face considerable problems with public finances in the first years of EU membership. (…) 
The new members’ finance ministries will have to find more money to co-finance infrastructure projects, in order 
to qualify for EU budgetary transfers. (…) At the same time, the new members will be trying to qualify for 
monetary union, so they have to trim their budget deficits down to 3 per cent of GDP. (…) However, several 
candidates whose budget deficits are already rising, most notably the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland, 
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could face a fiscal crunch, that will make their governments unpopular’ (Grabbe, 2004: 65, 68). See also 
Grabbe, 2006. 

x In all ECE states the recovery of standard of living had a significant delay after the reaching of the 1989 level in 
macro-economic figures. For instance, despite all difficulties Hungary made a rather substantial social or welfare 
systemic change between 2002 and 2004. Compared to 1989, in 2001 the GDP was at 108.2 per cent, the real 
wages at 102.2 per cent and the pensions at 82.0 per cent. By 2004 the GDP was at 124.1, the real wages at 
115 and the pensions at 101.9 per cent respectively (data taken from the Hungarian Central Statistical Office). 

xi As a price paid for economic crisis management, the social capacity of the ECE countries declined drastically in 
the early nineties, when millions became unemployed for a long time and/or were excluded from the labour 
market for ever. In Hungary between 1994 and 1998 only 46 per cent of the population was economically active, 
which increased to 57 per cent in 2006, compared to the EU average of 64 per cent. It meant for Hungary that in 
the early nineties about two million people ‘disappeared’ from the economy, and instead of six million people 
less than four million had to produce the GNI for ten million inhabitants. The situation is the same in the new 
member states everywhere. Therefore the Lisbon Strategy is not only qualitatively but first simply quantitatively 
is very important for the ECE countries to get closer to the target of 70 per cent employment. 

xii In the Bertelsmann Transformation Index 2006 in ECE the lowest figures in political transformation are about 
the political and social integration, first of all in Slovakia (7.5) and Poland (7.8), although they are better in 
Hungary (8.5) and Czech Republic (8.8), still very far from other political indices. Concerning the socio-
economic transformation the welfare regimes of Slovakia (8.0) and Poland (8.0) get low points, too. 

xiii It is not by chance that on 9 June 2005 a Hungarian MEP, Csaba İry suggested in the European Parliament 
that social inclusion should be taken into account more than before when planning for the Lisbon Strategy and 
his Report on social inclusion in the new member states (Report submitted on 29.4.2005 – FINAL, A6-
0125/2005) was favourably received in the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs. As the title of the 
above mentioned İry Report says: ‘[s]ocial inclusion policies have a key role to play for the success of the 
Lisbon Strategy’. It is so, indeed. 

xiv Altogether, [e]nlargement will set the Lisbon process a severe series of tests (…) The difficulties facing the 
accession states are two-fold: first, prioritising the Lisbon strategy will require that scarce financial resources are 
deflected from other, possibly more beneficial, uses, and second, that the measures needed to achieve certain 
goals on the Lisbon agenda will conflict with other objectives of domestic economic policy’ (Scott, 2004: 95–96). 
In the last years a broad literature has been written in the ECE countries on the Finnish case – or in general on 
the Nordic cases – and it has also influenced the public at large (see Schubert and Martens, 2005). 

xv The Hübner Report (European Commission, 2005) has simplified the relationship between cohesion policy and 
Lisbon Strategy by declaring that there is a ‘congruity’ between them, although accepts that it is higher in the 
more prosperous regions (2005: 7). This is the crux of the matter, since the new member states belong to the 
less developed part of the EU and they do not get in this framework any substantial assistance for the Lisbon 
Agenda. 

xvi Actually, Fidesz has tried to ‘export’ this ‘lie campaign’ against the government and has initiated discussions 
about ‘police violence’ instead of condemning the extreme right violence in the street and against the public 
buildings. Ironically, Fidesz by the export of the Hungarian domestic issues of the Hot Autumn has been rather 
successful to divide the EP into Left and Right. 

xvii The ‘future of Europe’ has recently become the growth industry in the EU Studies, see Bakas, 2006; Cameron, 
2004; Giddens, 2007; Heikkilä, 2006; Schmidt, 2005, with a special focus on the relationship of the EU with its 
member states as Europeanization (see Featherstone and Radaelli, 2003; Graziano and Vink, 2007; Kohler-
Koch, 2003 and Moussis, 2005) or on the deep impact of the Eastern Enlargement on the EU and vice versa 
(see Sedelmeier, 2005; Skuhra, 2005 and Weiler, 2004). 


