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Introduction

D

uring the past years a multitude of calculations on the costs of the Eastern enlargement of the European Union were undertaken. Much less, however, is known about what kind of members the Central and Eastern European accession states will be after their accession to the Union – will they support, perhaps even stimulate, further integration of policy fields, or will they obstruct further integration efforts and insist on national sovereignty? On request of the Portuguese EU presidency the governments of the accession states gave their opinion on the reform of EU institutions, which is presently being negotiated. These statements, however, turned out to be extremely reserved and diplomatic. In addition, statements made in the context of the current accession negotiations are unlikely to be reliable indications for basic dispositions concerning European policy after joining the EU. Does this mean that the member roles of the future new member states cannot be assessed properly in the current thicket of tactically motivated short-term gestures, that even the governments themselves are unsure about this subject, that the situation thus only allows for speculation?

The following essay tries to chart the grounds for speculation and, in so doing, to provide at least for well-founded conclusions. Its focus will be on the East-Central European countries Poland, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Hungary, some of which will surely be among the first new EU member states.

T

he following considerations begin with the fact that the named countries will represent small (in the case of Poland medium-size) member states in the enlarged EU. Within the framework of the EU they will be able to pursue their interests with regard to those of the large member states better than in a (theoretical or historical) Europe of non-integrated nation states, in which the great European powers would decide crucial issues among themselves. As the examples of Denmark on the one hand and Belgium and the Netherlands on the other hand demonstrate, small EU member states can endorse either an intergovernmentalist standpoint emphasising national independence or strongly support integration.

Intergovernmentalist policy stands for upholding as many institutional veto-points as possible within the EU framework, thus making large member states dependent upon the consent of small member states and giving small states the opportunity to influence the policy of the large states at least negatively. The biggest risk of such a strategy is to be disconnected from the integration process but not able to avoid being affected by its consequences – as the example of the European Monetary Union and the ensuing economic dependence of Denmark, Great Britain or the EFTA-states on Euroland demonstrates. In contrast to this, a policy in support of integration wishes to bind the power of large member states within a supranational framework, hereby enabling small member states to partake in decisions that would otherwise be made among the large states only. This strategy in turn presents the risk of small member states being overridden in certain policy fields, which they could decide upon independently, if a supranational framework did not exist.

Prevailing experiences with intergovernmental co-operation in the EU underpin the assumption that integrationist as well as intergovernmentalist European policies are based on relatively stable attitudes, which do not change fundamentally even after a change of government. Presumably, these basic dispositions are embedded in the historically deeply rooted understanding of state and nation of the individual member states and set given standards for the political elites. Are there any discernible clues that indicate whether the East-Central European countries tend more to intergovernmentalist or integrationist European policy, thus preferring the Danish or the Benelux example? In search of determining influences, firstly, the self-definitions the East-Central European countries developed with respect to historical and current integration processes, then the dominating concept of national identity, and, finally, the constellations of political issues and actors are going to be examined.

Integration experiences

A

n often cited explanation for the critical attitude of Great Britain toward Europe upholds that Great Britain is seen as centre of the Commonwealth and in the tradition of the world-wide British colonial empire, while Europe figures only as a secondary integration framework. In a similar way, this also holds true for Denmark and the primate of the Scandinavian integration. In Belgium, on the contrary, European integration and self-definition correspond with one another, bridging the ethnic cleavage between the Flemish and the Walloon population and preserving the national unity of the country. In a lesser degree, the European integration framework also serves as alternative element for identification in Spain and Italy in view of ethnic and regional differences.

It is characteristic for the integration experiences of East-Central Europe that the historic process of nation building took place within the integration framework of the Habsburg empire and in opposition to the predominant authoritarian monarchies in Austria, Prussia-Germany and Russia. Of the five East-Central European nations only Hungary succeeded in achieving a division of power within the Habsburg monarchy and in establishing its own nation state within the integration framework. The Polish and Czechoslovak national movements were able to build their nation states only after the disintegration of the old order and in opposition to the great powers of continental Europe. The Polish and Czechoslovak nation states which were founded during the interwar period then again fell prey to the great powers Germany and the Soviet Union, whereby the German expansion was directed against the physical existence of the Polish and Czechoslovak nation, in contrast to the German occupation of the small states situated on its Western and Northern periphery. Thus, both countries lack the historical experience of a successful integration with the neighbouring great powers, and the undergone existential menace contributed to the development of an association context, in which national self-determination is thought and understood as in opposition to the neighbouring great powers, not as participation in the exercise of power or as power sharing.

The development of the Czech and the Slovak nation state took place within the integration framework of the Czechoslovak Federation, in regard to which asymmetric Slovak and Czech definitions of identity constituted themselves. To the extent to which the Czechs understood their identity as civic and non-ethnical, it seemed to them equivalent with the Czechoslovak identity and the corresponding state. The Slovak national movement, however, interpreted this definition of identity as ethnical and believed the equation of Czech and Czechoslovak identity to be at the core of Czech pretensions of hegemony in the common state. Owing to this, the Slovak understanding of the nation state stands in marked contrast to the Czechoslovak integration framework, which also means that – Czechoslovak as well as European – integration functions to a higher degree as counter-part to ethnic nationalism. By contrast, the Czech understanding of the nation state is much more independent and, as such, also more indifferent towards the Czechoslovak – as well as the European ‑ integration framework.

Slovakia is the only one of the East-Central European countries with a numerous national minority capable of organising itself, the ethnic Hungarians, and is therefore obliged to accomplish an internal integration, similar to Belgium or Spain. This constitutes a constellation in which EU integration can assume a unifying function within the state and become a constitutive part of the raison d’etat. The existence of large ethnic Hungarian minorities in the neighbouring states provides an additional motive for Hungary to adopt an integration-oriented attitude, because the EU framework, beyond the perspective removal of borders and the many-fold occasions for co-operation, lessens the imponderables which bilateral co-operation is exposed to due to changes and turns in government.

The Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland and Hungary share the integration experience of the Warsaw Pact and the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance. All of the East-Central European countries experienced this integration framework as curtailment of national sovereignty and of their potential for economic development. This definitely negative assessment is offset only by a nuance, usually brought up by post-communist politicians, who emphasise the economic profits East-Central European companies made off trade with the former Soviet Union and who strongly advocate a reinvigoration of Eastern trade.

With regard to their negative experiences with communist integration and in view of the prospective EU integration, the East-Central European states have agreed only a limited, strictly intergovernmental co-operation by participating in the Visegrád co-operation and the Central European Free Trade Agreement (CEFTA). However, the influence of this integration framework on basic national dispositions seems limited. At the most, intra-CEFTA conflicts concerning agricultural policy may lead to the strengthening of already existent intergovernmental dispositions.

O

n balance, the pre-eminent influence of historic integration experiences on the national self-definitions of the East-Central European countries was to create and reinforce intergovermentalist basic attitudes. Only Hungary’s positive integration experience during the Austro-Hungarian dual monarchy constitutes a certain exception to this. In spite of the predominantly negative integration experiences, there exists a certain, however quite unstable and ambivalent potential for the European integration framework to become an important component in the process of consolidating the nation state in Slovakia.

Identity concepts

T

hough there exist many similarities in the concepts of national identity which dominate public opinion in the four East-Central European countries, there are also important differences which can be traced back to the time of nation building. The Czech Republic differs from the other three countries in as much as the longstanding Prime Minister Klaus and his Civic Democratic Party are the only major political force that combines liberal-conservative ideas with a Euro-sceptical profile and managed to win broad popular support in successive elections. In comparison, traditional-conservative Euro-scepticisms prevail in the other three countries, while liberal parties such as the Polish Freedom Union, the Hungarian Alliance of Free Democrats or the small Slovak liberal parties are much more in favour of European integration. The strength of liberal-conservative Euro-scepticism in the Czech Republic is best explained by its fit with a national self-concept, where economic-technical performance is seen as a primary attribute of the nation and stands for national virtue. The connection between the liberal program and national economic self-assertion can be seen very clearly in the voucher privatisation that embodied the liberal principle of providing equal opportunities for citizens, but at the same time aimed at creating national owners. The voucher privatisation was a core concern of the Klaus government and as such unique in East-Central Europe.

The economic orientation of the Czech national identity is rooted in the concurrence of the Czech national movement and the economic head start of the Bohemian lands in comparison with the rest of the Habsburg monarchy. Consequently, industrialisation and urbanisation were perceived as a force driving and accompanying the founding of the nation state, whereas the national movements of other East-Central European countries that were faced with circumstances of economic backwardness compared with the core lands of the Habsburg empire developed a stronger historic-cultural understanding of the nation, according to which cities and industry were regarded as alien and threatening phenomena. Hereby, their respective culture, language, origin and religion represented much more important characteristics of the nation and elements for identification than economic strength. Considering the historic-cultural self-concept predominant in East-Central Europe, the "return to Europe" or the "abolishment of the division of Yalta" ‑ arguments which East-Central European politicians often put forward to explain their desire to join the Union, which sounded overly emphatic in view of the sobering day to day business of the EU ‑ take on a deeper meaning as interlinking historic-cultural definitions of the EU system.

However, the relation between the predominant historic-cultural understanding of the nation and the European integration process remains ambivalent: On the one hand, a value-based commitment could emerge, enabling the national political elites to pursue a policy in support of integration. On the other hand, there exist plenty of opportunities which could favour the development of a nationalism directed against the EU, which sees national independence as threatened by the economic integration, the ensuing social upheaval, submission to decisions from Brussels, and Western consumer society. Such threat perceptions are currently being articulated and mobilised by the Catholic-nationalist wing of the Polish Electoral Action Solidarność (AWS) and the Hungarian Party of Independent Smallholders. With its slogan "Europe of Nations" the AWS has presented a platform, starting from which the nation can be defended against presumptions from Brussels, at the same time providing the possibility of setting-out for a Gaullist European policy. An interesting borderline case concerning liberal-conservative Euro-scepticism is the Alliance of Young Democrats - Hungarian Civic Party governing in Hungary. Its leadership has placed more emphasis on Hungary's national interests in Europe than the preceding government, however, without being able to rely on an economically oriented understanding of the nation to the extent the Czech Civic Democratic Party of Václav Klaus can.

A primarily economically oriented understanding of the nation, as underlying the rhetoric of Václav Klaus, supports an intergovernmentalist standpoint dominated by profit calculations. This corresponds well with the concept of the EU as an enlarged free trade zone generating material trade benefits for all members, but especially for the economically more productive member states (and thus in the future also the Czech Republic, at least according to the prevailing self-definition). The affinity between intergovernmentalism and the economic concept of the nation provides the Klaus party with a comparative advantage in arguing. As of now, the Czech social democrats, governing the country without the support of a parliamentary majority since 1998, have not succeeded in associating their more integrationist policy with the national-economic interest definition in an equally convincing fashion. One could, for example, imagine a line of argumentation that, based on the preservation and strengthening of Czech competitiveness, would emphasise the benefits of a common European economic policy and might increase the acceptance of an integrationist role concept.

T

wo conclusions can be drawn from this sketch of the heterogenous traditions in East-Central Europe, which serve as building material of the concepts of nation dominating public opinion and which are used for defining "national" interests: Firstly, the more the incumbent EU member states recognise the historical and cultural importance of the Eastern enlargement and the EU itself, the better the chances are for symbolic-political transfers between the East-Central European understanding of nation and a basic European policy orientation in favour of integration. Secondly, it is very important to abandon a monolithic perception of the nation and to examine in more detail the constellations of actors and issues in each of the East-Central European countries.

Actor and issue constellations

W

ith the exception of the Slovak party system all East-Central European party systems seem to be moving towards a polarisation between left and right. While this development was foreseeable fairly early in Poland due to the confrontation between post-communists and the parties emanating from the Solidarność movement, the projected strengthening of majoritarian elements in the electoral system in the Czech Republic as well as the increasingly confrontational political dispute in Hungary may further reinforce the tendency towards bipolar party systems, a tendency that has already been discernible in the election results. In comparison, the Slovak political scene still has not consolidated, especially since the largest Slovak party, the Movement for a Democratic Slovakia which is dominated by former prime minister Meciar, mixes leftist and rightist populist standpoints and thus can not be clearly assigned to either of the ideological poles. 

In the dominating region-wide bipolar basic constellation all larger leftist and rightist parties are in agreement with the goal of joining the EU, however, Euro-sceptical standpoints ‑ in their liberal- and traditionalist-conservative form – have until now been observed mainly at the rightist pole of the party system. The leftist parties (with the exception of the Czech communists) tend more towards supporting integration, hereby expressing their thematic fixation: Concerning public discourse on national identity and national priorities, they can contribute only little, carrying particular burdens of justification because they can be easily hold responsible and blamed for the communist past. Their programmatic concentrates mainly on economic progress and economic rationality ‑ topics suggesting to support the EU enlargement already because of the expected gains in prosperity and economic modernisation. As of now, traditionalist party wings close to trade unions have not linked criticism concerning the social costs of the transformation and the opening of the market with a rejection of the Eastern enlargement.

T

hus, from the leftist perspective the EU seems to be primarily an economic project, while the rightist view places more emphasis on the cultural, historic and political dimensions. For support of European integration by the future East-Central European member states, this means that the integration dynamic based on, but transcending the Internal Market and the Monetary Union, corresponds mainly with the leftist perspective. A political and economic integration dynamic, based on the EU function of securing peace or establishing a European community of values, in turn, corresponds more with rightist interpretation and argumentation patterns. 

Conclusion

A

ll in all the co-ordinates of integration willingness which have been examined in this article ‑ integration experiences, concepts of national identity, constellations of actors and issues ‑ present a differentiated picture containing many impulses and incentives for an intergovernmentalist European policy following the Danish-British example. Hungary seems to be the country most supportive of a further integration, especially in view of its history and the ethnic Hungarian minorities. The Slovak Republic can be classified as the country most in need of integration because its national identity has not yet been consolidated. However, it remains to be seen if those political actors who want to use the European integration for common identification and as an anchor of national identity will prevail.

Within the political elites of the Solidarność camp in Poland there exists a certain potential for European enthusiasm, despite or irrespective of opinion polls which register a dramatic decrease in support of the EU. On the other side, there also exist historically-rooted fears concerning national sovereignty which some of the Polish rightist parties are trying to turn against the EU and which point towards the forming of a sceptical-objecting attitude, especially when it comes to closer European co-operation in the field of defence policy. The member role of the Czech Republic will be determined by utility considerations on the one hand and economic self-assertion on the other. These points of reference make rigid national principles appear less probable, at the same time leaving one to expect a sober-minded, self-interested position concerning new integration projects.

If the East-Central European member states actually prove to be as little in support of further European integration as the described political-cultural co-ordinates suggest, should the current EU member states not see to the completion of impending integration projects before the Eastern enlargement takes place, even at the cost of delaying the first accessions? Tactical reasons may justify such a conclusion ‑ just as well as the reverse tactic of putting the EU member states under pressure by setting a concrete date and goal of enlargement for them to finally realise the reforms which they have been discussing for an extensive period of time now. However, full inclusion of the future EU member states in the current discussions on Europe's future presents a better perspective, as this would enable politicians to establish a integrationist stance by using the existing leeway and, in the long run, expanding it.

The paper was written in the context of a project on “Issues and Consequences of the EU Eastern Enlargement” which the Bertelsmann Foundation realises together with the Bertelsmann Group for Policy Research at the Center for Applied Policy Research. The German language version was published in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung of 13 November 2000.
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