
Theorising about the structural conditions and operational dynamics of European inte-
gration has produced a wide-ranging ‘laboratory’ of concepts and ideas about what the
European Union is, and towards what it is developing. Central to these analyses has been
the search for conceptually refined paradigms and interpretations either on specific
policy actors and processes, or on the dynamic institutional configuration of the larger
management system. But what most analysts have concluded in the past in a more or less
confident manner about the possible evolution of European governance has been
trapped in the unpredictability of changing circumstances at both national and interna-
tional level. Much to the surprise of the more supranationalist projections of European
integration in the mid-1980s, a period described as a ‘neofunctionalist comeback’, the
Union has managed to survive the tides of federalism and institutional centralisation.
True, new patterns of interaction have emerged between the collectivity and its compo-
nent parts. But considerable resistance became manifest on the part of national govern-
ing elites for substantive constitutional reforms to bring about a ‘constitutive’ European
polity, whose citizens – presently in the form of separate national demoi, rather than in
the shape of a transnational civic demos – are capable of directing their democratic
claims to, and via, the central institutions of governance.

Put another way, a European ‘civic space’ is yet to emerge, and with it a more trans-
parent, inclusive and participatory process of union. At the same time, however, ‘con-
ventional’ intergovernmentalism, primarily concerned with the role and influence of
national governmental actors, finds it equally difficult to provide an overall hermeneutic
pattern of EU polity development. In many important respects, the current debate about
the Union’s political and constitutional physiognomy transcends the traditional analyti-
cal tools for studying its defining – and distinctive – properties and functions. Although
a new ‘conceptual consensus’ (or even sufficiently convergent conceptual understand-
ings) is still far from evident among its students, the conceptual apparatus developed in
the 1990s, and particularly since the coming into force of the Maastricht Treaty, raises
serious questions about the democracy, governance and polity of Europe. It also raises
important concerns regarding the emerging forms of co-operative decision-making –
themselves, product of a by now consolidated practice of political determination among
the segment elites – and, in general, the relationship between theory-building and
collective constitutional engineering.

How far, then, have the new conceptual lenses employed by contemporary scholar-
ship to assess the state of European integration in the 1990s and early 2000s moved from
the initial supranationalism–intergovernmentalism dichotomy? What is, or appears to
be, distinctively new about the way in which the new theoretical approaches attempt to
capture the dominant character of the relationship between national autonomy and
regional institutionalisation or, alternatively, between state sovereignty and EU polity-
building? Is it possible to discern an end state of the integration process – whether or not
federal in kind – after almost half a century of continuous theoretical and empirical
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engagement in studying the policy processes and decisional outcomes of the general
system? The answer to this last question remains as elusive as ever, albeit with an impor-
tant qualification to be made: we do not know exactly what the end situation of the inte-
gration process might look like, but at least we can conclude with a degree of certainty
what its final product will not come to resemble: a regional superstate subsuming the
participating units – in the form of states, subnational political authorities and citizens
– in its governance structures.

This is no easy conclusion, especially when looking at the political dynamics of the
single European currency, the development of a common European Security and
Defence Policy (ESDP) in the framework of a fast-changing international system, or
even the federalist-inspired principles already embedded in the Union’s primary law –
i.e., dual citizenship, subsidiarity, proportionality and the like – and the reform package
agreed in Amsterdam and, more recently, in Nice. So why is it that we dismiss the possi-
bility of a regional superstate? First, because the Union is still composed of sovereign
nation-states, whose dominant governing elites are still capable of managing the process
of large-scale institution-building and – at least for the time being – treaty-making.
Second, because since the 1990s state and regional organisations have found themselves
bound in a mutually reinforcing relationship – what has been termed a ‘symbiotic
arrangement’ – thus dismissing any zero-sum conception of the interplay between the
collectivity and the constituent segments. Third, because the extension of the scope of
integration, that is, the new policy arenas that gradually form part of the Union’s policy
acquis, does not necessarily coincide with the less dramatic extension of its level, namely,
the actual way in which the new functional areas are managed – i.e., in a supranational
or state-centric manner. Finally, the whole question of a ‘democratic deficit’ in EU and
national political structures has revealed the growing democratic disjunction between
the wishes of West European political elites and their respective publics, resulting in an
acute legitimacy crisis.

All the above are issues with which this book deals. In particular, Chapter 1 provides
a general introduction to the ‘disorderly universe’ of EU theorising, touching upon some
methodological issues concerning the study of the regional process. In doing so it looks
at the different theoretical approaches to European integration developed in the forma-
tive years of the process and up to the late 1970s. Chapter 2 directs its analytical foci to
the examination of recent theoretical trends, as well as to the two treaty revisions which
took place in the mid-1980s and early 1990s, giving birth to the Single European Act
(SEA) and the TEU, respectively. Chapter 3 deals with the process of ‘revising Maas-
tricht’, by assessing the politics of the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) 1996/97 and
the extent to which the outcome of the revision process – i.e., the Treaty of Amsterdam
(AMT) – represents an advancement of the integration process or merely a consolida-
tion of state competences. In a similar manner, Chapter 4 examines the politics of the
IGC 2000 – a review process assigned the task of dealing with the so-called ‘Amsterdam
leftovers’ – leading to the signing of the hotly debated and controversial Treaty of Nice
(NIT), at least with reference to the way in which final agreement was reached and the
growing dissonance between smaller and larger EU states during the final stages of the
negotiations. Chapter 5 examines the extent to which change in the international system
has produced political outcomes related to post-Cold War European security and
defence. This analysis traces the definitional features of the ‘new order’ in Europe.
Common themes involve debates about stability and instability, continuity and change,
multipolarity and leadership, co-operation and discord, power capabilities and patterns
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of behaviour. It also incorporates an analysis of the post-11 September 2001 context, fol-
lowing the horrific terrorist attacks that shocked the international community. Chapter
6 directs analytical attention to the institutions which lie at the heart of the debate about
European security and examines their interrelationship. A large part of the discussion
deals with European integration from the perspective of foreign and security policy as
well as with the issue of the Union’s role in the post-Cold War world. Finally, Chapter 7
offers a critical summative account of the Amsterdam and Nice reforms and reflects on
the Union’s agenda post-Nice and the ongoing debate on the future of Europe.
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