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The question about the membership circle of the emerging European polity has in a sense 

always been at the heart of the European Community. The question about who was in, and 

who was not, was fundamentally also a question about the nature of the European 

institutions, policies, power and prestige and eventually about the nature and long term aims 

of the emerging European union. 

 Already at the time of the creation of the European Coal- and Steel Community in 

1950 the question about the membership circle was actualised. The French Foreign Minister 

Robert Schuman’s call for a pool of coal and steel ressources was originally aimed at France 

and the Federal Republic, but the Benelux countries and Italy soon joined the initiative which 

led to the creation of the supranational Coal- and Steel Community. The institutional setup, 

the policies and the closer integration process set in motion by the Six was intrinsically 

interwoven with this select club of pioneering states founding the core of the future European 

Union. The new community combined a number of long term political aims, social and 

economic interests, cold war imperatives and – not least – a pervasive sponsorship from the 

USA. The core of the co-operation was the attempt to institutionalise Franco-German co-

operation. But many other interests reflecting the political preferences and socio-economic 

interests of the founding member states influenced the institutions and policies of the 

European Coal and Steel Community. The strength of the supranational, institutional 

principles  reflected the political sensitivity of Franco-German co-operation, but was also an 

expression of the influence of a political elite with strong federalist or Europeanist ambitions.  

 It was, thus, only natural that the early historical research into the history of the 

European integration process took it’s departure in the motives and policies of those six 

founding member states. This episode constitutes one of the most thoroughly researched 

phases of the history of the integration process. It goes without saying that the early research 

based itself on the archives of the founding member states, and focused almost exclusively 
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on the aims and negotiations between foreign policy elites. This has lent a certain 

introspective character to  much of this research, which remained dominant for many years 

of research into the history of the integration process.  

 The widening of the historiographical focus from the exclusive membership circle to 

an approach taking the external relations to non-members and other institutions into account 

came indirectly from the historiographical interest among the new member states from the 

first enlargement round – Great Britain, Denmark and Ireland – in the history of their 

accession to the EEC.  

 Especially three factors seems to have drawn attention to the role on the non-Six  in 

the beginnings of the integration process. First, archival access remained somewhat limited 

at the time of the first historical studies of the European policies of Britain and the 

Scandinavian countries in the early 1980’s. This drew the research interest towards the pre-

membership period of the 1950’s and 1960’s, where archives were open for research. 

Second, Britain and the Scandinavians had through the 1940s up till 1972 a track record as 

proponents of an alternative, more intergovernmental approach to European co-operation 

through their position as EFTA-members throughout he 1960’s. Third, the beginnings of the 

research into British and Scandinavian European policies effectively had emerged – as was 

the case with the historians working on the European policies of the Six - as branches of 

diplomatic history. In the case of the research into both British and Scandinavian foreign 

policy history it was abundantly clear that the fundamental issues where the non-Six parted 

ways with the Six had to do with foreign policy decisions in the late 1940s and early 1950s. In 

the case of Britain the approach to European integration was first of all closely connected to 

the British attempts to preserve the Commonwealth as an economic and political factor. 

Denmark, Norway and Sweden in a sense had their own integration history. Nordic co-

operation had a track record reaching back to the foreign policies of the small powers in the 

interwar years, and in 1948-1949 the Scandianvian governments had attempted the 

establishment of a defense co-operation. Failing on that account they created in 1952 the so-

called Nordic Council, and persevered within the framework of the OEEC negotiations on a 

Nordic common market.1 The research on the Anglo-Scandinavian European policies added 

new nuances to the historiography on early European integration, and tended to provide a 

slightly ‘oppositional’ approach to the history of European integration in the sense that it 

represented a more critical stance to the supranational principles and federalist ambitions of 

the Six. 

 Thus, research emerging in the 1980’s and early 1990’s brought attention to the fact 

that the effects of the emerging Six were not limited to greater unity in Europe, but had also 

                                                 
1 Johnny Laursen: Nordic ideas and Realities: Dynamics and Images of Nordic cooperation, in: Knud Erik Jørgensen (ed.): 
Reflective approaches to European Governance, Macmillan, London 1997, 146-166; Johnny Laursen &  Thorsten B. Olesen: A 
Nordic Alternative to Europe? The Interdependence of Denmark’s Nordic and European Policies, 1945-1998, Contemporary 
European History, 9, 1 (2000), 59-92. 
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more divisive effects in the sense that emerging patterns of co-operation established with the 

Marshall Plan and consolidated within the framework of the OEEC were weakened with 

especially the creation of the EEC. The first round of enlargement and the drawn out 

negotiations leading up to that first expansion of the EEC was hence a particularly crucial 

series of events of unique historical importance for the European Communities. The 

negotiations about association of the non-Six with the EEC and the pursuant negotiations 

about enlargement from 1961 onwards took place at a time where neither the new 

community institutions, nor community policies were finalised. The patterns of conflict and 

co-operation between member governments of the EEC within e.g. the Council of Ministers 

was largely defined not only by policies and principles, but also over the relationship to those 

European partners who were not members and over the terms and consequences of their 

possible membership. This first round of enlargement was thus unique in the sense that it 

contributed to the shaping of policies and institutions in the Community and largely set the 

precedence for the organisation of future accession procedures.  

 Unfortunately there is hardly today any significant body of historical literature focused 

primarily on the enlargements of the EU. A number of general histories of the EU contains 

valuable interpretations and overviews of the enlargement negotiations and outcomes.2 A 

large body of literature is concerned with the history of the entry of individual states in the 

community or with the relationship between established member states and candidates for 

membership. There is today an extensive literature on the Franco-British relationship during 

the British attempts to join the EEC. The vast literature on European enlargement is 

dominated by current affairs oriented contributions focused on the prospective effects of 

imminent enlargements.3 Much of this literature is concerned with the economic or security 

dimension of accession and enlargement.4 The limited existing historical research is primarily 

concerned with the experiences of single national accessions and most often on one phase 

of enlargement. There does not exist any historical in-depth analysis of the history of the 

EU’s enlargements as such, where the phases of enlargements are seen as a 

comprehensive process and set in the context of expansion of the Community’s institutions 

and policies.5 There is not today a comprehensive analysis of the rounds of enlargement 

comparing the dynamics, processes and outcomes across time. The consequence of this 

                                                 
2 The enlargements are covered in detail in the historical introduction of Desmond Dinans widely used reader in EU affairs. 
Desmond Dinan: Ever Closer Union? An Introduction to the European Community, Macmillan, London 1994 etc. A brief 
historical overview can be found in: Neil Nugent: Previous Enlargement Rounds, in: Neil Nugent (ed.): European Union 
Enlargement, Macmillan, London 2004, pp 22-33; also Andrew Moravcsik: The Choice for Europe. Social Purpose and State 
Power from Messina to Maastricht, UCL Press, London 1998. 
3 An exeption is the collection of historical studies of EU enlargement history: : Jürgen Elvert & Wolfram Kaiser: European Union 
Enlargement. A comparative history, Routledge, London 2004; This volume has one of the few bibliographic reviews of research 
literature on the history of EU enlargements. See op cit. p.209ff. also: Fernando Guirao: ‘Solving the Paradoxes of Enlargement: 
the Next Research Challenge in our Field’, Journal of European Integration History, 2005, vol. 11, no. 2, 5-10. 
4 A thematic overview over the enlargement issues can be found in Neil Nugent’s collection. Neil Nugent (ed.): European Union 
Enlargement, Macmillan, London 2004. 
5 An exception is: Jürgen Elvert: A fool’s game or a comedy of errors?: EU enlargements in comparative perspective, in: Jürgen 
Elvert & Wolfram Kaiser: European Union Enlargement. 2004, pp. 189-208 
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lacunae is that the dynamics of the enlargement processes tend to be seen in much of the 

literature as unique historical conditions escaping broader interpretations. Furthermore, the 

enlargement issue has tended to be overlooked in the more theoretical literature.6 

A broad perspective on the history of EU enlargements reveals certain patterns and 

some recurrent features in many of the enlargements. The community has up till today had 

four major rounds of enlargements.  

 The first and perhaps most momentous for the community was the enlargement in 

1972 from a community of six to one of nine. This first phase was preceded by an initial 

attempt to modify the external relations of the EEC by association the community with a 

European free trade area. It needed three rounds of negotiations before the enlargement 

cold take place. The entry of Great Britain had a far larger impact on the internal balances of 

influence and foreign policy orientation than any other power entering the community in the 

subsequent enlargements (with the possible exception of the German unification). It is also 

remarkable in the sense that it involved two full scale negotiation breakdowns (although the 

1967 phase was not really a formal negotiation) before the enlargement was possible. This 

must be seen on the background of this first enlargement’s unique place in the history of 

enlargements. When Britain, Denmark, Ireland and Norway applied for membership in 1961 

and 1962 respectively the community institutions, decision-making procedures and policies 

were only three years old. Neither the Common market’s customs union, nor the 

tremendously important Common Agricultural Policy had been implemented. Furthermore, 

the community had not at that stage established the financial regulations which was the 

backbone of the CAP. But perhaps most important, France had not in 1961-63, nor in 1967 

come to terms with the institutional balances of the community and its policies.  

 The second round of enlargement can be considered the Mediterranean enlargement, 

including the entry of Greece in 1981 and that of Portugal and Spain in 1985. The three 

cases embraced rather similar problematiques. All three had experienced dictatorships and 

were, at the time of the negotiations on membership, in due process of consolidating their 

democratic institutions. For all three there were certain dimensions in terms of security and 

foreign policy, and the economic issues were not too dissimilar of those confronting for 

example Italy in the first decade of the Common Market. The three appliccants had all 

underdeveloped rural regions, a large migrant workforce working abroad and agricultural 

productions – wine, olive oil, tomatoes and citrus fruits - in need of CAP support. Both Spain 

                                                 
6 Exceptions can be found. Se: Frank Schimmelfennig and Ulrich Sedelmeier (eds): The Politics of European Union 
Enlargement. Theoretical Approaches, Routledge, London and New York 2005. EspeciallyFrank Schimmelfennig and Ulrich 
Sedelmeier: The politics of EU enlargement: theoretical and comparative perspectives, pp. 3-30 in Op. cit., Helen Wallace: 
Enlarging the European Union. Reflections on the challenge for analysis, pp. 287-294, and Markus Jachtenfuchs: Deepening 
and Widening integration theory, pp. 279-286 Op. cit.; and finally in Neil Nugent: Distinctive and Recurring Features of 
Enlargement Rounds, in: Nuget, European Enlargement, 2004, 56-69. 
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and Portugal were major fishing nations.7 The prerequisites for the Iberian enlargement fell 

into place through 1984-85. First, the persistent British complaints over the British budget 

contributions bore fruit with the Fontainebleu settlement in June 1984. Second, the 

appointment of Jacques Delors as Commission president from 1985 infused the Commission 

with not only Delors’ personal energy and competence, but also with leverage in Paris. The 

entry negotiations of Spain and Portugal were at least from that point linked to the efforts of 

the new Commission to launch new dynamics in the European integration process. On the 

one hand a number of reform and policy resolutions were required in order to clear the road 

for Spanish and Portuguese entry. On the other hand the prospect of Spanish and 

Portuguese membership were also utilized as levers for policy development and new 

initiatives. Thus, Jacques Delors and the Commission engaged in the efforts to complete the 

pending negotiations on the Integrated Mediterranean Programmes. These plans devised in 

order to bring structural support to economically backward regions in Greece, Italy, Southern 

France, Spain and Portugal, and aimed at assisting the modernization of agriculture and the 

development of tourism and small business. In 1983 the community ministers of agriculture 

had agreed on regimes for fruit, vegetables and olive oil productions, and during 1985 the 

community also managed to find agreement on the regulations for wine production. At a 

meeting of the foreign ministers in March 1985 agreement was furthermore reached on a 

Commission proposal on the Mediterranean programmes providing an ambitious  seven-year 

programme of loans and grants to less developed Mediterranean regions.8 The result of the 

agreement in 1985 on not only the outstanding policy issues holding back the enlargement, 

but also the resolution of the terms of entry for Spain and Portugal had far-reaching effects 

for the community. The agreement and the subsequent Iberian enlargement from 1 January 

1986 laid the foundations of the authority of the Delors Commission and contributed to open 

the road for the reform programme of the Single European Act. The decision of Greenland to 

leave the community in 1986 should be seen in the light of the institutional and policy steps 

linked with the Mediterranean enlargement; especially the common fisheries policy.  

 The third round of enlargements must been seen in the context of the end of the Cold 

War and the break-up of the traditional European order after 1989. The scene was set for 

this enlargement with the re-unification of Germany, itself one of the most important changes 

of the community’s external borders. Once again internal power balances, policy momentum 

and external expansion of the community was linked together. The swift move of the two 

Germany’s to unification momentarily threatened the cohesion of the Franco-German axis, 

and brought forward a resurgence of especially French concern for the weight and influence 

                                                 
7 For an economic assessment of the second enlagement see: Dudley Seers & Constantine Vaitsos (eds): The Second 
Enlargement of the EEC. The Integration of Unequal Partners, St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1982; also: Josè Luis Sampedro & 
Juan Antonio Payno: The Enlargement of the European Community, Macmillan, London 1983. 
8 To Jacques Delors see: Charles Grant: Delors. Inside the House that Jacques Built, Nicholas Brealey, London 1994; George 
Ross: Jacques Delors and European Integration, Polity Press Cambridge 1995, especially pp. 33-34. 
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of the unified Germany in the community. Seen from Paris German unification and the 

application of Sweden, Finland, Norway and Austria – and on the symbolical level the move 

of the German capital back to Berlin – threatened to shift the balance of influence and add 

further economic preponderance to Germany. The Germans and the Scandinavian-Alpine 

members of the community alone held votes enough in the Council of Ministers to block 

community legislation. These concerns were further fed by unified Germany’s more active 

diplomacy, especially in the civil war in former Yugoslavia. On this background the new 

momentum of political and monetary union was agreed upon, and the community edged 

closer towards the formulation of a common foreign and security dimension. Success and 

expansion, however, went hand in hand with new challenges. The expansion of the borders 

and the ensuing complication of decision-making in general and of the democratic 

procedures in particular began to become a political drag on the community. The growing 

number of members of the new European Union created with the Maastricht Conference, the 

increasing  number of policy areas still closer to the crown jewels of national sovereignty and 

the increasingly cumbersome institutional procedures brought with it concerns about the 

commitments and about national sovereignty among the constituencies in many member 

states. A certain element of foot-dragging was already noticeable among the prospective 

new members such as neutral Sweden and Austria.9 Having negotiated the terms for 

membership the Norwegian government failed to ratify EU-membership in the following 

referendum. Even member states of old experienced new democratic troubles. France 

struggled through a referendum, and Germany had to see the Maastricht Treaty brought to a 

supreme court test. Most ill-fated was the ratification procedure in Denmark in the notorious 2 

June 1992 referendum which brought a slim no-majority. It was apparent that the growth of 

the union in not only square kilometres and population, but also in commitments and in 

institutional complexity had sent the EU into it’s up till then most serious crisis in terms of 

democratic legitimacy. 

 There are as of today few accounts of the broader enlargement negotiations in the 

period 1989-95.10 However, some broad lines can be distinguished in this third enlargement 

round. The break-up of the Soviet Union and the new dynamism of the EC constituted 

important elements behind the move of the EFTA-members to EC-membership. For these 

members – apart from Norway – neutrality was a factor of considerable importance and one 

                                                 
9 Maria Gussarsson: Combining dependence with distance. Sweden, in: Elvert & Kaiser, European Union Enlargement, 2004, 
170-188, esp. 179ff.; Jakob Gustavsson: The Politics of Foreign Policy Change: Explaining the Swedish reorientation on EC 
Membership, Lund, 1998; Andreas Bieler: Globalization, Swedish Trade Unions and European Integration: from Europhobia to 
condtional support, Cooperation and Conflict, 1999, vol. 34, no. 1, 21-26; Andreas Bieler: Globalisation and Enlargement of the 
European Union. Austrian and Swedish social forces in the struggle over membership, Routledge, London, 2000; Michael 
Gehler: The Road to Brussels: Austria's Integration Policy, 1955 – 72, Diplomacy & Statecraft, 13, 2002, 153-190; for an 
authoritative detailed account see: Michael Gehler: Der lange Weg nach Europa, Innsbruck, StudienVerlag, 2002. 
10 Francisco Granell: The European Union’s enlargement negotiations with Austria, Finland, Norway and Sweden, in: Journal of 
Common Market Studies, 1995, vol. 33, no. 1, 117-141; Paul Luif: On the Road to Brussels: The Political Dimension of 
Austria’s, Finland’s and Sweden’s Accession to the European Union, Vienna, Braumüller, 1995; on the ratifications: Tor 
Bjørklund: The Three Nordic 1994 Referenda concerning membership in the EU, Cooperation and Conflict, 1996, vol. 31, no. 1, 
11-36; John Redmond (ed.): The 1995 Enlargement of the European Union, Ashgate, Aldershot, 1997. 
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that had contributed to delay their eventual applications for EC-membership. Other 

substantial factors contributed to the EFTA-nature of these states. In all cases domestic 

political conditions and economic arrangements posed obstacles to a more determined 

approach to the EC. Some of these were of a more ideological nature. The third wave of EC-

members were all modern, industrial economies with highly developed social and welfare 

policies. On the one hand this made the approach to the EC more strenuous and ambiguous. 

It was more difficult for the EFTAns to obtain the required majorities in parliament and in the 

referenda than it had been for the new Mediterranean member states. It was on the other 

hand the necessity to bolster the social and economic foundations of these affluent societies 

with EC-membership that provided the impetus for the sudden change in the make-up of 

European co-operation. The need to adapt to the globalised economy and to seek influence 

on the internal market was an important factor behind the wave of applications for EC-

membership. 

 The fourth round of enlargements has apparently brought en end to the schism of the 

European Continent after the fall of the Iron Curtain. But there remain numerous European 

states outside the European Union, and the last enlargement of the Union has multiplied the 

complexities of reaching a working form of governance. Moreover, the identity and political 

backlash from the last ten years has had a powerful impact on the Union’s old and new 

member states. For many new Eastern European members the hopes pinned to EU-

membership had not yet cashed in, while the impact the global market forces has had 

serious effects on social conditions. Among many Western European EU member states the 

challenge from enlargement, globalization and the prospects of a new wave of enlargements 

has cause not only concerns among the electorate, but also caused the rise of more 

traditionalist and in some cases populist or right wing political parties. This has further 

complicated the process of adaptation to the scope and diversity of EU member states. Last 

with the defeat of the Constitutional Treaty in France and in The Netherlands.  

 It seems that the challenges and complexities of EU enlargement have increased with 

every new round of enlargements. The same can be said about the research on the history 

of EU enlargements. 

 

 


