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Conventional wisdom holds that George W. Bush, buffeted by storms real and political, suffered through an annus horribilis of epic proportions. But viewers ought to look beyond the bickering Beltway. Across Europe, the ruling establishment had a truly nasty 2005 that many politicians might prefer to forget come midnight Saturday.

That would be both understandable and foolish. The lessons from this past year are worth taking to heart. In essence, European voters showed they won't tolerate aloof and incompetent leaders who are incapable of addressing the Continent's big problems like jobs and growth and its future competitive challenges from America and Asia.

The old way of doing things in Europe is largely discredited, which doesn't necessarily mean that change will come quickly or easily. But European politicians won't be able to ignore the new reality. It dates back to late May when France voted on a little understood EU constitutional treaty drafted at a convention presided over by a former president of the Republic.

The French rejected the constitution for a variety of reasons, few of which were directly related to the turgid and misbegotten EU treaty. Days later, Dutch voters also said no. At last given a chance to vote on the big project of the past half century, Europeans bucked their leaders and their media. (The British, Irish, Poles and who knows who else would've voted no too, if these first no's hadn't killed the treaty.)

After decades of ham-fisted efforts by politicians to midwife a "European identity" with hokey notions about post-modern pacifism or anti-Americanism, the voters themselves defined themselves against an EU that is a remote construct beyond the control of the people. In the long run, European politicians will have to readjust their relationship with the people they rule.

The first casualties were in France. Although Jacques Chirac rightly figured that the referendum would split the left, the French president didn't expect to see his own career terminated by it. He is now "Monsieur One Percent," as the satirical weekly Canard Enchaîné calls him. The nickname was inspired by a recent opinion poll that found that only 1% of the French wanted the incumbent to serve another term. His weak handling of last month's rioting by poor minority youths, which also laid bare the shortcomings of the ruling class, was another nail in the coffin. By 2007, the brash Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy or the aristocratic Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin or someone else will sit at the Elysée -- a different personality, if nothing else.

In Germany, politics as usual can hardly be declared dead, but things are slowly changing. Mr. Chirac's confidante in recent years, Gerhard Schröder, last month got booted from the German Chancery. Though his downfall wasn't directly linked to the constitution, he fell victim to angry voters. Like the French president, he peddled anti-Americanism and cheap populism, which didn't save him this time around. The leader of the Christian Democrats, Angela Merkel, is now in charge, acting on promises to change the tone and substance of German politics. She will be judged on whether her policies free up the natural energy of the German people.

German and French politicians don't lack company in misery. Under Silvio Berlusconi, Italy's government failed yet again to clean up its act. The spring parliamentary elections bring little hope that the next government will fare significantly better.

At least Antonio Fazio, head of the central bank, resigned before the year ended, bowing to public pressure at home and throughout Europe. His departure was the one bright spot in a sordid affair involving alleged insider dealing and favoritism that exposed the dark side of Italian capitalism.

In Spain, José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero has avoided economic damage by leaving in place the free-market policies he inherited. But the accidental prime minister has exacerbated church-state tensions in ways not seen since the Civil War. He rammed through the most far-reaching gay marriage laws on the books in Europe and attacked the Roman Catholic church directly. The backlash is strong. Meanwhile, he's weaker in the face of strengthening separatists pressures in Spain's Catalonia region and Basque Country.

Throughout Europe, the church-state issue is reemerging, in large part thanks to "New Europe." For decades, the Continent embraced a fundamentalist secularism on the French model which gives the state free reign over the church. In a more perfect democracy, this relationship is more balanced. The new conservative government in Poland, which swept the former communists from parliament and the presidency, wants to end the exclusion of religion from public life in Europe.

Meanwhile, in Turkey, a party with Islamist roots led by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan implemented courageous democratic reforms to qualify for EU membership. These include greater religious freedoms.

In Turkey, more democracy for now means more Islam; in Europe as a whole, could more democracy bring more religion? As long as Europe's conservatives, a group that should include Mr. Erdogan, are interested only in achieving this American-style separation of church and state, the Continent can only welcome this revival as a sign of spiritual rebirth.

Other good news from Europe's peripheries is that the East European countries and Turkey are growing between two and five times the EU average. The former Soviet satellites in particular are injecting free-market policies and working hard to heal trans-Atlantic wounds. After the July bombings in London, Britain even more so is the leader on security issues. But its dynamic economy has been slowed by years of excessive government spending.

In spite of bright spots, 2005 mostly clarified problems that have no easy solutions. Europe's leaders face a crisis of legitimacy which makes them even less able to move aggressively to implement the changes that many of the old, large countries have needed for decades.

The question for the Continent isn't so much what is to be done, but who is going to do it. Relatively fresh faces in Berlin, Warsaw, Ankara, Bratislava show that inspired policy-making is within the realm of the possible in Europe. But these exceptions do not yet prove the rule. After the painful reality checks of 2005, much of the European political class still needs to prove that it really got the message.
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