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1. Creative crisis in the EU 

Europe is in a moment of its redefinition. The present creative crisis has been, in fact, part of 

the long process of unifying Europe in order to improving its institutional and decision-making 

capacity that has tested the political will of the EU27 to further deepening. This short paper 

tries to focus on the redefinition of the EU27 in the process of ratification and implementation 

of the Lisbon Treaty, taking the prospects and risks for the EU27 in the early 21st century into 

account. 

The “definition” of Europe is a social construction that has been transformed 

historically several times and nowadays it has been in the midst of hot debates. It has been 

even more a social construction, which has changed radically after each wave of 

enlargement. After the Eastern enlargement from the EU15 to the EU27, however, this 

definition has changed beyond recognition. At the earlier enlargements the subsequent 

redefinitions of the EU were present-oriented as conceptual frameworks for the existing 

Union. With the Eastern enlargement the EU seems to have reached its internal and external 

limits for a long time, neither widening nor deepening cannot continue as before. Thus, the 

EU needs a new, future oriented definition. The EU is not “given”, it has be “reinvented” or 

redefined, and this new definition as a social construct depends on our decision or on our 

vision where to go. Consequently, the need for the future oriented definition of the EU has 

generated a process of the reassessment in both deepening and widening, giving them 

radically new meanings. 

Nowadays deepening is high on the European agenda and the creative crisis is 

looming large. The present situation needs a more comprehensive explanation than the 

discovery of the reasons for the Irish No. This comprehensive explanation for the creative 

crisis can be the following: the two basic processes – the “policy EU” and the “politics EU” - 

have divorced from each other more and more. First, the EU policies have embraced new 

and new fields, and/or they have become Europeanized, thus the EU has turned from an 

elite affair to a popular affair, since all citizens have become increasingly concerned by the 

decisions of the EU transnational institutions. Second, as to politics, despite their direct 

concerns, the citizens have not been involved enough into the decision making process in 

the widening EU policy universe, unlike in their respective member states. Hence the EU 

democratic deficit emerged and since then the EU has launched a series of democratization 

strategies and communication campaigns in order to involving and/or informing the citizens 

into, or about, the EU level decision making process. The “policy EU” has been evolving 

constantly and it has pushed for the need of the participation at the bottom in “the politics 

EU”. At the same time the need for the transnational policy coordination at the top EU 
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institutions has increased. The “policy EU” has been advancing quickly, since the EU has to 

be governed in the changing global world, and finally also the new policy issues to be 

coordinated at the EU level. The citizens have demanded concrete actions as policy output in 

all policy fields, while they have felt alienated from those institutions that have dealt with this 

policymaking. 

Thus, the gap between the “remoteness” of institutions and the “closeness” of their 

policies has deepened, since the citizens have still been separated from the institutions. This 

gap can also be described as the tension between politics and policy, and institutions and 

policies. Anyway, it has reached its peak in the current crisis when the EU needs a further 

step to be taken in its institutionalization to improve its superstructure as “metagovernance” 

in order to be able to providing efficiently and effectively some new community policies – 

energy, climate change and innovation – that has been demanded by the citizens who have 

been hesitating more and more to accept the institutional consequences of these policy 

extensions. The more the policy revolutions are successful the more radical institutional 

changes are necessary. Most EU citizens consider that some policies have to be taken first 

of all by the EU and not their national state – like fighting international terrorism and illegal 

immigration – but they are not ready to give the EU the institutional instruments as an 

increased metagovernance for managing these issues, thus an institution-policy gap 

emerges. So if the EU is successful in one respect, then it creates problems in the other 

respect - altogether this is the model of the permanent creative crisis. This creative crisis has 

been pushing for the creation of this increased metagovernance in the form of the new 

transnational institutions. The redefinition of the EU from the side of deepening can only be 

based on this newly emerging complex polity with an “ever increasing” metagovernance that 

has to be balanced with the several forms of multilevel governance. 

However, as to widening, the new situation has also brought three new vital issues to 

the fore. The first issue is what Europe is and where the future borders of the EU within 

Europe should be. The second vital question asks whether all further enlargements will take 

the form of full membership or certain other forms of “strategic partnership” might have to be 

elaborated. Moreover, even if a full membership were granted in some cases, what its timing 

might be and what kinds of transitional stages will be necessary. Finally, the third question is 

what the impact of any sort of further enlargement or widening on the institutional structure, 

budgeting and policies of the EU might be. Thus, widening has to be given a new meaning 

for various reasons. First of all, beyond the West Balkan region, it has lost its former function 

of “transformative linkage politics” as successive enlargements of the EU to its European 

neighbouring states taking them as full members through conditionalities. This new meaning 

may be the special, privileged partnership that presupposes no full membership but just a 
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partial integration in a coherent system of strong relationship relations. In a word, privileged 

partnership has to be more than associated status and less than membership. 

Here a distinction is needed between “genetic” and “structural” approaches. The 

genetic approach means that this new status of privileged partnership leads to full 

membership after a long, protracted process with a European perspective, while the 

structural approach induces widening without enlargement, i.e. without European 

perspective. At the first glance, it distinguishes between the European and the non-European 

neighbours, in fact, in the foreseeable future the genetic approach to widening may only be 

applied directly to the West Balkans (WB). Actually, partial integration is not new at all 

because some well developed West European states (Norway, Iceland and Switzerland) 

have partially been integrated to the EU and, after solving some tough issues, but their full 

legal membership would not cause any trouble. Similarly, Croatia (as EU28) has been 

welcomed into the accession process. The problems with the future of the EU28 begin 

beyond this area, with the West Balkan states (EU34) that can be granted a special 

privileged partnership in the pre-accession process as a partial integration. Moreover, Turkey 

is a special case, in which the privileged partnership as a long term solution has usually been 

discussed. 

The new situation has emerged because the synergy between widening and 

deepening has ceased to work. Earlier, the EU continuously reformed itself under the 

pressure of widening, thus one can even argue that widening has also promoted deepening. 

But with the EU27 this type of development with positive feedbacks seems to have reached 

its limits. Thus, the redefinition of widening seems to be easier than that of deepening 

because the relationship between deepening and widening has turned to the opposite, 

instead of synergy turned to the “dis-synergy” or negative feedback. The basic fact regarding 

the redefinition of deepening is that - unlike the Amsterdam and Nice Treaties – the Lisbon 

Treaty has not been conceived in the spirit of preparing the next wave of enlargement with a 

system of institutions for the EU34 but to facilitate the workings of the EU27 and making it 

globally competitive. Whereas these two former Treaties were at the same time about 

widening and deepening, the Lisbon Treaty is exclusively about deepening. The big 

advantage of the Lisbon Treaty is its focus on deepening, although its limitation is that it has 

not given any orientation on widening. But it makes clear in the present situation that 

deepening is high on the agenda based on “the Lisbon design” for the next decade, while the 

next design for widening will only be prepared in the coming years. 

After the latest, Eastern enlargement two new questions have caused panicking in the 

EU: (1) will the EU27 properly, i.e. effectively and efficiently working “inside” and (2) can the 

EU27 improve its competitiveness globally versus the US and the newly emerging global 
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powers “outside”. The short answers to these questions are the basic institutional reforms in 

the Lisbon Treaty and the revised Lisbon Strategy (even more after 2010), coupled with a 

budgeting reform. These basic institutional reforms will be introduced and tested, if and when 

the Lisbon Treaty will be ratified. The revised Lisbon Strategy since 2005 has been 

promising, but its real success is still questionable, therefore it needs a profound revision in 

2010. But a third question, “will the new neighbours cooperate or conflict with the EU27” has 

largely been neglected and it has not raised so far deep concern in the EU. In fact, it covers 

three issues to be addressed urgently about (1) the integration of the West Balkans, (2) an 

enlarged ENP as an integrated and complex policy, and (3) about the EU as global actor. 

However, two “scandals” can be identified in the regional-global democratization process. 

The “carrot scandal” is that there is no sufficient motivation for the WB countries as well as 

for the Eastern neighbours to accept conditionalities. Moreover, the “stick scandal” has also 

entered into the US type of external action, since there can be no promotion of democracy 

with violent means in the post-Iraq period either, therefore an alternative EU approach has to 

be elaborated for the Lisbon external action or for the EU as global actor. 

Obviously, the future oriented definition of deepening and widening will also be the primary 

task of the incoming team presidencies that have to play a special role in this conceptual 

innovation and its agenda setting. In fact, team presidencies are a new case for the “fusion” 

of member states into a transnational unit, in order to overcome the old-new member states’ 

deepening-widening divide. Whereas the deepening as improving the internal and external 

European governance will be the priority on the agenda for the coming period, at the same 

time also the widening needs a new vision with a new agenda as well. If we presuppose that 

the task of institutional design on deepening has been completed by the Lisbon Treaty, then 

a new task of institutional design on widening will immediately emerge that will need, again, a 

full decade to meet. Regarding the widening of the EU two different jobs are waiting for the 

incoming team presidencies, managing the West Balkan enlargement and facilitating the 

integrated and extended complex ENP. Despite some Western prejudices, whereas the 

Eastern enlargement has been a “symmetrical”, mutually advantageous process. The special 

difficulty with the ENP is that the further widening will largely be “asymmetrical”. Namely both 

the WB enlargement and the activation of an enlarged ENP will exclusively be an 

asymmetrical process of “investment” into the future that will bring high returns only after a 

long process, while the immediate advantages like the increased security and/or “deep trade” 

will be relatively smaller. At the same time, the WB area will test the EU’s transformative 

power much before their entry, in the long and multi-stage pre-accession process. So does 

the ENP by testing the EU’s capacity to elaborate complex and integrated policies. 
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The main problem of team presidencies is, however, the meeting and the match with 

the Lisbon Treaty, when and if it will be ratified. The halt of the ratification process has made 

the French angry, the Czech happy and Sweden sitting in the waiting room. If the Lisbon 

Treaty had to be implemented from January 2009, then the French presidency would have 

had a unique role to make all the necessary preparations for its introduction. Instead, the 

French presidency has been left with some kind of crisis management role and with the role 

of managing the business as usual in the rolling policies. The Czech were unhappy with the 

implementation of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009, during their presidency, which would have 

deprived them from the traditional role of presiding at the highest level, since the Lisbon 

Treaty would have made their prime minister “unemployed”. Even in this case, the Czech 

presidency will be overloaded by the last period of the present five-year cycle in the 

European Parliament and European Commission, not so easy to manage. Equally, the 

Swedish presidency will see the election of the new Parliament and Commission with the 

alternatives either solving the “Irish case” until the June 2009 elections, or with the continued 

stalemate that presupposes electing the Parliament and Commission as before. Finally, if the 

implementation of the Lisbon Treaty is left for the next team presidency in 2010, then the 

question arises again, how to match the timing of the new posts to the five-year cycle of the 

Parliament and Commission, which would be desirable for the normal workings of the EU 

institutions as a whole. 

 

2. The long story of the post-accession crisis 

The Irish crisis has shown that the EU member states have their own domestic problems that 

have often been projected to the EU level. The ratification process has also demonstrated 

that the main cleavage line in the EU has not been between the old and new member states 

but between the pro-integration and status quo oriented countries. The present creative 

crisis, however, has pushed the real difficulties of the new member states to the background, 

although without overcoming them it would be impossible to outline the new vision for 

Europe. Above all in the relationship between the old and the new member states one has to 

realize that the present post-accession crisis in the new member states is not completely 

new. Its “milder” forms have gone through the EU history as a result of the subsequent 

enlargements. The first round of enlargement has already created a rather sharp form of the 

differentiated membership with the permanent “opting out” of the UK and the partial 

divergence of Denmark, while Ireland represented the very first poor member state with the 

very first bright success story in catching up thirty years later. The membership diversity 

“deepened” significantly in the second round of enlargement with some permanent features 
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and with mixed successes in catching up: Greece having a very long journey waiting for 

arrival, whereas Spain has full success and Portugal only very partial success. The third 

round of enlargement produced another strange and durable diversity with social and political 

overdevelopment of the Nordic states and with a deeply embedded superiority complex of 

their populations, mostly in Sweden but increasingly also in Finland, while Austria was 

discovering the advantages of the Eastern enlargement in the nineties. Thus, there was 

already large membership diversity much before the Eastern enlargement and its further 

increase has usually been exaggerated after the Eastern enlargement. Actually, some softer 

transitory forms of “post-accession crisis” may also be noticed at each enlargement, so it is 

indeed not completely new in the EU27. No doubt, however that the membership diversity 

with a post-accession crisis has acquired a special character in the Eastern enlargement, 

since it has been both much deeper and longer than in the earlier cases. 

In the recent post-accession crisis a distinction has to be made between the direct 

and indirect impact of the EU membership that can be conceptualized through the relative 

and absolute institution deficits. The membership needs a new system of institutions at the 

same time it has sharpened the contradictions of the long lasting, historical inherited 

problems of institutions like the weakness of meso-governments (“the missing middle”) or 

that of judiciary, etc. The parallel conceptual framework is the external and internal 

Europeanization, or the external and internal governance, which indicates that the new 

member states have been asymmetrically Europeanized, since they have developed some 

institutions for the contacts with the EU institutions but their corresponding domestic 

international structure is weak or missing. Although the mainstream analyses have focused 

on the economic and political effects of membership, still the mental effects of the post-

accession crisis are at least equally important. Not just the mass disappointment after the 

entry due to the high expectations of the populations but also the “reform fatigue”, which has 

been the new member states’ side of the enlargement fatigue that has been felt in the West. 

Moreover, although the changes in the everyday life of the new member states have mostly 

been positive as for instance the EU transfers and free border crossing, yet the missing 

social consolidation and weak competitiveness has mobilized anti-European feelings among 

the relative and absolute losers of the EU membership, and activated them into anti-EU 

movements and parties. 

In fact, the fourth round of enlargement in 2004 has to be distinguished from the fifth 

round in 2007, since the two groups of countries differ substantially. The ECE states had 

developed the EU compatibility, with the remaining task of completing their membership as a 

transition from the EU compatibility to the EU conformity. The East Balkan states, however, 

had no formal institutional compatibility before the enlargement, and because of their weak 
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institutional capacity inside the EU a new type pre-accession process was designed for them. 

Moreover, because of their premature membership one more “formal” test was needed inside 

the EU as safeguard clauses. Nowadays the situation in Bulgaria and Romania can be 

described as “the quiet before the storm” as the July 2008 Commission Report indicates. 

Altogether, one has to realize that the ECE and East Balkan states will have very different 

timings in the catch up process. If one continues this historical sequence, the WB states will 

need some more pre-stages before membership in order to create the national framework for 

accession. 

Altogether, the post-accession crisis has produced the golden age of populism in 

ECE, and even more so in Bulgaria and Romania. There has been “demand side populism” 

as a pressure from below that can be distinguished from the “supply side” populism from 

above offered by some parties that have realized the comparative advantage in domestic 

politics, first of all in the electoral competition, of dissipating anti-EU populist ideas and 

slogans. In the ECE states the interest conflicts have dominated in the everyday life, 

although at the elections there has been no real “issue voting” as an aggregation of the 

interest related conflicts but the historical-cultural themes or values have decided, since they 

offer a historically articulated conceptual framework even for the major interest conflicts. 

Everyday populism in ECE thus refers to the “victimization myth” of Central European 

countries, allegedly always abandoned and neglected by the West, not for the last time after 

the WWII by the Yalta Agreement. It allows explaining the present situation as “subjected” or 

“subdued” again to the Western interests, as the demonization of Brussels contrasted to the 

“national salvation myth” of Poles, Hungarians and Czechs. Yet, the spontaneous 

movements of social and national populisms from below are transitory as having been only 

the birth pangs of the new era. However, the emerging national radicalisms or extreme right 

movements are rather well organized and as the Western cases show, these xenophobic 

and anti-semitic racist movements will stay with us for a long time. At the formal level they 

may represent a return to the past in their building blocks of slogans and ideological 

uniforms, but in fact they are new phenomena even in conceptual frames of the radical anti-

European movements. The basic difference between the former member states and the ECE 

states is that in the West the centre right parties turn against the extreme right, but their ECE 

partners – Law and Justice Party (PiS) and Fidesz - embrace them in direct-indirect ways 

having a common denominator with them or simply using populist means for electoral 

purposes to widen their electorate. 
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3. Integrative balancing in the team presidencies 

The vital question about the future European governance starts with the big states whether 

they will be engines of, or brakes on, the EU integration, since not only the premature 

enlargement as widening but also the extension of their national interests to the EU level can 

derail the EU as perverse deepening. The three big states – France, the United Kingdom and 

Germany – consider the EU policy as a continuation and means of their own national policy. 

They think that they have a special responsibility and privileged role in preparing EU 

decisions and seeing them through the decision-making bodies, first of all in foreign policy. 

They have difficulties in their own Europeanization because they have modelled a future for 

the EU based on their own polity, even with the clashing visions between the French Europe, 

British Europe or German Europe. It has also led to deep conflicts between their original 

unilateral national interests and the harmonized multilateral strategic interests of the EU. 

Undoubtedly, the actual influence of the “Big Three” is important for the further EU 

integration. At the same time it would be arrogant and counter-productive if they openly act 

as the only or predominant decision-makers, forming a “directoire”, deciding important issues 

on their own at bilateral and trilateral meetings like the Schröder-Chirac Pact in October 2002 

on the agricultural subsidies. 

There are some signs that the bigger states react to the more complex decision-

making process in the EU27 with irritation considering it as “chaotic”. The smaller states for 

their part - particularly the well established old member states - react to the monopolising 

tendency of the bigger states also with some irritation, and the Irish No has at least been 

partially caused by this fear. There has been a new cleavage line between the bigger and the 

smaller member states, and it has increased the bargaining capacity of the smaller states 

demanding some constitutional safety valves against the unilateral, “imperial” domination of 

certain bigger states. Therefore the EU has two tasks to create really well balanced 

European governance. First, the big states’ role has to be arranged, and Spain and Poland 

have to be integrated as big states because Spain has completed the process of catching up 

and the Polish lonely road for upgrading could cause a lot of damage to the deepening. 

Second, the proper balance has to be created between the bigger and smaller states and not 

only in the decision-making mechanism but also conceptually as planning for the future. So 

the EU needs a common vision about the future instead of the available French, British and 

German visions as the virtual extensions of these big states. 

The French presidency in 2008 is a real test, whether the specific French domestic 

problems will be allowed to be projected to the European scene or the French presidency will 

focus on the issues of the common interests in the EU. There have been some worries so far 

that the French unilateralism has come back with the Sarkozy presidency, since his effort for 
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“the French return to Europe” looks like representing mostly French interests in Europe or 

through the EU. Hence, the German-French tandem has recently experienced many 

tensions, given that Sarkozy has improvised many suggestions that has irritated Germany 

like the Med Union or the independent Reflection Group. In general, the impression is that 

Germany has come out from its long lasting domestic crisis and immobilism, whereas France 

is still fighting an uphill battle for its modernization. Therefore Germany has tried successfully 

to become again a driving force in the EU with a new sense of leadership, while France 

through the improvisations of Sarkozy has still used the EU as an instrument to solve its 

domestic problems. 

The contribution of the new member states to overcome the present creative crisis is 

their further structural adjustment to the EU by completing the membership through reaching 

the effective membership. With the demand for the effective membership of the new member 

states, in fact, a new period starts for the EU as a whole. More and more the EU27 has been 

challenged to think and to act for a long run and in a strategic perspective. The Eastern post-

enlargement process will be testing modernization and solidarity in both ways, for the EU27 

as a whole “globally”, and for the new members in their specific catching up process “locally”. 

The EU has been influenced so far to a great extent by the conflicting short term interests of 

the member states. However, both the short term and the long term interests have to be 

reconsidered in the spirit of the Lisbon Strategy accordingly. The solidarity principle has to 

act as an investment for the long term interests and competitiveness. I suppose that the 

relatively fast completion of post-accession period of the new member states is the common 

interest of the EU27. If it is so, one has to find the ways and means to create the optimal 

preconditions for this completion. The virtual start of take-off period after some years in the 

new member states may also be considered as a common dynamic factor in the EU27 and 

its achievement requires a strategic approach in the framework of the Lisbon Agenda in its 

new period after 2010. In fact, the integrative balancing in team presidencies is the best 

means of overcoming the tension between the old and new, big and small, Eastern and 

Western member states. It has been proven by the first team presidency and it is being 

tested by the second, but the preparations of the third team presidency by Spain, Belgium 

and Hungary have also been encouraging. 
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