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Democracy Taking 
the Next Turn 

Dr. Ernst STETTER  

FEpS Secretary General

Almost a quarter of a century ago, Willy Brandt introduced his government’s principles with the memorable 

words “Wir wollen mehr Demokratie wagen” (We should dare to seek more democracy). It was the same thought, 

with which he also welcomed re-unification of Germany and the new opening towards the East. It seems that 

this quote would still fit perfectly well today even though the Eu has substantially achieved a great deal in 

promoting democracy across the continent. This is still a fundamental notion which should apply to the 

responses the European union looks for when trying to dig a path out of the global crisis.

The current predicament has exposed numerous vulnerabilities of the Eu construction. Europe has proved 

unfit to effectively govern its own economy and unprepared to deal with the deficiencies of the uncompleted 

monetary union. The respective mandates of the European institutions are too weak for them to decisively act 

and subsequently safeguard political credibility of the Eu in a federal dimension. Furthermore, the uncertainty 

on how to proceed creates a political vacuum – which has created a space vulnerable to acquisition by 

conservative leaders from the larger member states. Their policies, which are deeply anchoring an agenda of 

austerity and cuts is leading to further detachment of the Eu and its citizens. As history tells us, it won’t be long 

until feelings of disbelief and resentment follow. Europe is being left to drift towards an uncertain, gloomy 

horizon, on a dangerous highway threatened by numerous collisions. 

The major, most worrying danger is the encroachment of nationalism, which is being witnessed in different 

states to varying degrees. It originates mostly from anxiety-induced illusionary protectionism, steering the 

public opinion towards anti-European and xenophobic meanders. In those countries, which due to a real risk 

of bankruptcy, needed to apply the most severe measures, sentiments have shown discontent, anger and even 

hatred. For many people demonstrating on the streets, the Eu appears to be part of the problem rather than a 

common platform to seek common, better solutions. They do not hesitate to throw accusations, blaming those 

heads of states, who have played the most significant role in the last few months and whom they hold 

responsible for the situation. The danger is that the reaction provoked by it on the “other side”, will only lead to 

further deterioration of European unity and will feed into extremist, un-democratic trends. 
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In certain countries the insecurity in the crisis and the Eu’s failure to pave a way out, have caused reincarnation 

of other worrying tendencies. For instance, in hungary given the ways in which power has been abused there 

and the amount of censorship put on free media to prevent reports about it shows a symptomatic shift towards 

an oppressive authoritarianism. The fact that the European union so far has failed to stop those disgraceful 

practices is yet another proof of its incapacity. The ideal of democracy has been one on which the Eu was built 

and which it has been expected to defend. There is a need for understanding that the deterioration of 

democratic practices and deconstruction of democratic order in one state, gravely affects the entire credibility 

of the union as a defender and promoter of democracy.

parallel to these hindrances, there are also challenges of a new sort emerging. The incapacity of the Eu to 

govern economically has brought about a debate on the adequacy of its institutional architecture. Though the 

system at hand is not complying with the ideal, several of the alternatives remain most questionable. Especially, 

the idea to put forward a special deliberative assembly only for the euro-zone member states is very alarming, 

as this could be perceived as an attempt to create a “union within the union”. The issue of its legitimacy remains 

highly disputable, especially that due to the nature of the Economic union its decisions would affect the 

non-euro members without them having a say at the same time.  Such a practice should be rejected as not 

only unfair, but also undemocratic.

These various dilemmas are not just reflection points, but in fact constitute substantial questions towards 

the upcoming European elections. The progressive family is facing a great challenge to reaffirm its 

pro-Europeanism in a convincing manner on one hand, and to formulate a comprehensible political alternative 

that will frame a different union on the other. This is a challenge at the level of “meta-politics”, while there are 

also many sub-dimensions to it. First of all, although there seems to be a consensus that the European union 

should be politicised, it is a complicated pledge to bring about. In times when people withdraw from politics 

and refrain from party affiliation, advocating for reverse to this course of affairs is fraught with difficulties. 

Secondly, the European union is no longer appearing either as a promise for a better life or even as a guarantee 

that certain standards of decent life can be upheld. After years of political discourse of no alternative (firstly to 

globalisation, then to austerity measures as the only way to contain the crisis), it will be profoundly challenging 

to transform the public attitude of scepticism or even cynicism to the political ideas, especially, if they appear 

as pan-European. 

 This volume offers a great selection of different proposals on how political change in Europe can be 

achieved, once there is a consolidated political will to do so. Typically for “Queries”, reflections are offered both 

by academics and by practitioners – all of which in their diverse ways unite under the pledge to pursue thinking 

beyond the limits of contemporary political imagination. The fact that the texts gathered are authored by 

contributors of different origins, Europeans, Americans and Asians, provides an additionally exciting overview 

of diverse approaches. What bonds them is a strong conviction that it is a high time to dare to seek more 

democracy both in Europe and in the world, and that progressives stand a fair chance to frame the Next Turn of 

Democracy at the next European elections 2014.
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What kind of Democracy 
and for which Europe?
3 Myths and 3 Proposals 

By Ania SkRzyPEk

The Democratic deficit1 constitutes a reoccurring feature for debate on the European union. remaining a 

legitimate concern, it has also become one of those themes, which never go out of political fashion. This is 

true for both the left and the right of the political spectre. hence, a multitude of statements advocating 

bringing Europe closer to the people, demanding enhancing the European institutions’ democratic legitimacy and 

appealing to embed the decision making processes in a true public sphere2 – has been repeated throughout 

decades. And although the progress has been substantial, looking for instance at the evolution of the 

European parliament3, this particular debate’s legacy is an overall conviction that regardless of it, the European 

union still remains a technocratic, elites-driven project4. 

Even though all above constitute a legitimate concern, the scarcity of the democratic Europe debates is 

that they tend to be trapped and hence led within specific angles. one example is the focus on the connection 

between an ordinary citizen and the EU [institutions]. here analyses are usually anchored in the problem of 

turnouts in the respective European elections. on that base proposals are being formulated on how to 

transform the Eu into a system that would encourage more of civic participation. Although it is indeed 

essential to put in place a true deliberative process5, this is not exhausting the issue of the Eu democratic deficit. 

1 For definition, see i.e. P. Norris, Democratic Deficit. Critical Citizens’ Revised., Cambridge University Press 2011.
2  See for example: The Commission’s contribution to the period of reflection and beyond: Plan-D for Democracy, Dialogue and Debate, Brussels, 13.10.2005, 

COM(2005) 494 final, http://ec.europa.eu/atwork/key-documents/index_en.htm 
3  W. Wessels & U. Diedrichs, A New Kind of Legitimacy for a New Kind of Parliament? The Evolution of the European Parliament, Social Science Research, 

European Integration online Papers (EIoP), Vol. 1, No. 6, 1997, http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=302666; or R. Corbett, F. Jacobs & M. 
Shackelton, The European Parliament, 6th edition, John Harper Publishing, London 2005.

4  See: K. Morgan, The New Regeneration Narrative – Local Development in the Multi-Level Polity, [in:] Local Economy, vol. 17 / Issue 3, 2002. 
5  For the theoretical explanation of deliberative process and the models of democracy, please see: J. Habermas, Three normative models of democracy., [in:] 

Democracy and difference. Contesting the Boundaries of the Politicak., S. Enhabib (ed.), Princeton University Press 1996, pp. 21 – 30.
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This standard debate hardly ever includes in its scope a fundamental question on what the ideal of Eu 

democracy is6. defining one would undoubtedly deserve further exploration. Instead, the vast part of 

deliberations examines the institutional architecture of the European union in a laboratorial way, which 

resembles modelling. Additionally, it is habitually tempered at the certain stage by different national interests 

that come into a play in a culmination moment. Such an approach limits possibilities to develop proposals 

that would grasp a unique sense of European democracy, which is not a generic transposition of national 

democracies and as such follows its own specific logic. It also prevents from considering, that democracy is in 

its nature a dynamic concept, which alters and develops as the time passes by. This makes different reforms 

be perceived as “institutional, lengthy negotiated changes” rather than “evolutionary adaptations to the 

challenges and needs of contemporary times”. 

Furthermore, since the discussions on European democracy (or rather its shortcomings) reappear cyclically, 

one could easily assume that they are simply a sort of a pre-electoral ritual. Indeed, the second halves of the 

parliamentary mandates usually witness emergence of those discussions threads that connect with the 

European elections (such as i.e. proposals of europeanisation7 of the Ep’s electoral campaigns by introduction 

of the transnational candidates’ lists8). Even if they indeed repeat themselves and even if the output of those 

debates is not a revolutionary one, they should not be disregarded. If nothing else, they provoke to think 

beyond the contemporary institutional limitations of the Eu. And as such, they are therefore a timid invitation 

to open up to new possibilities for different arrangement in the future. 

In the spirit of the previous paragraph, there are two profound reasons for which the ongoing debate on 

European democracy is distinctively and hence historically important. First of all, never before has the European 

union been involved in such a profound global crisis, as the current one. Its impacts hit unequally different 

member states, shaking the Eu construction and inducing a question, if Europe, as it was at its origins, still can 

carry a promise of peace, solidarity and prosperity for all. This extremely relevant existential query “if”, induces 

also a subsequent one “if, then how…?”. This implies that a pertinent debate on the Eu’s construction is 

necessary. It has to abide by an objective to demonstrate that the Eu can be equipped with adequate 

governance tools. This would be not only in order to find the way out of the current predicament and ensure 

that it will not repeat, but also to put it really at the service of its citizens. The later one would need to envisage 

how to provide the Eu with a capacity to offer deliberation space to the Eu inhabitants to get involved and 

formulate opinions. And subsequently, how to build bridge in between these impulses and policies, that 

should aim at striving for a better, fairer future for all.

Secondly, it seems that the spirit of the European convention and of the constitutional Treaty have faded 

away. This is not surprising, after it had been defeated in the respective referenda in France and the Netherlands. 

Nevertheless it is still astonishing that the federalising ideas supported strongly back then, appeared so 

vulnerable just now and that they give up so easily the space to inter-governmentalism and its methods. The 

harsh reality is that the national interests take primacy over the attempts that were to lead towards a more 

united Europe. Among worrying developments, there is not only a clear tendency to a tandem or singular 

leadership of one or two larger states, but also there is a drive towards enhancing cooperation among some 

members. They are not exclusive versus each other, but they are contradictory to a spirit of coherent, one-

6  A. Skrzypek, Ideology, Politicisation and Identification. The role of Europarties in providing citizens with a democratic choice., FEPS Next Left Study 
elaborated within FEPS Working Group on Democracy and europarties, 2012, pp. 5 – 9, forthcoming.

7  For definition of “europeanisation”, please see: R. Ladrech, Europeanization and National Politics., The European Union Series., Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.
8  See : A. Duff, EU Electoral Reform Pamphlet, 2012, http://andrewduff.eu/en/article/2012/555278/meps-elected-on-transnational-basis-would-strength-

en-european-democracy-1
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speed union. The stronger position of some in the union of equals is naturally provoking objections by others 

– and herewith the ideal of cooperation is undermined by states and their citizens turning against each other.

These trends can still be stopped and even reversed, but for that there would need to a significant change 

in the direction Eu is floating towards at the moment. In order to ensure one, there would need to be a 

considerable consolidation of counter-balancing political will within the federal pillar – and especially among 

the political parties, which are belonging to the same political families on the European level. progressives, 

who due to the number of lost elections last years, have been remaining in opposition and hence minority 

position, stand a fair chance to be the ones to induce such a development. Especially if they see it as a 

coherent part of their respective national strategies, that already in some cases led them to better electoral 

results in 2012. The turning point is naturally anchored in a challenge of presenting a feasible alternative of a 

truly political union and uniting in the name of it towards 2014. 

This article aims at formulating an argument that there is a need for a debate on European democracy in a 

different style. It should be seen as an answer to a fundamental question why there is a need for Europe, 

subsequently tackling also which Europe stands a chance to become again a future-oriented, hopeful project. 

These deliberations should abide by a holistic approach, which would allow capturing sense of European 

democracy from three angles, respectively of: a desired ideal, of an adequate institutional arrangement and of 

a multilayer deliberative process9. 

Myth 1: EU democratic deficit results from citizens’ 
ignorance 

democracy is a dynamic concept10. It implies that there is a participatory process, in which respective 

stadiums there are choices that can be made11. This derives from understanding society as a pluralistic one, to 

which a consequence is that there should be a number of feasible alternatives available12 as an outcome of 

continuous dialogue within it. Each of the agendas shall be vigilantly developed and provided with sufficient 

pieces of information, which are indispensible for voters in making a conscious decision13. This is indispensible 

in the times, which some authors call “Era of an informed citizen”14. Indeed, today people have much easier 

access to news and can learn about politics in diverse manners – hence it seems that it is not so much lack of 

understanding, but rather lack of convincing proposals and consequent lack of interest that seem to be most 

disruptive in the relation politics – society (individuals) nowadays15.

Translating this understanding onto the European politics leads to an unorthodox understanding of 

democratic deficit. Traditionally, European politicians have been rather assuming that citizens refrain from 

talking about the European issues, taking standpoints in them and consequently from participating in the 

9  A. Skrzypek, FEPS Study – A comparative analyses of core values of PES member parties and the ideological evolution within the PES., [in:] Progressive 
Values for the 21st century., E. Stetter, K. Duffek & A. Skrzypek (eds.), Next Left Book Series vol. 4, FEPS, Brussels 2011, pp. 267 – 276.

10  See: R. Dahl, On democracy., Yale University Press, New Haven and London 2000, p. 3.
11  R. Osborne, Of the People, By the People. A New History of Democracy., The Bodley Head, London 2011, pp. 289 and next ones.
12  A. Gusenbauer, Towards a New Narrative – Reconciling Progress and Emancipation., [in:] Building New Communities. Notes from the Transatlantic 

Dialogue of Dialogues., E. Stetter, K. Duffek & A. Skrzypek (eds.), Next Left Book Series vol. 5, FEPS and IGLP HLS, Brussels 2012, pp. 20 – 28.
13  This understanding is especially important for those interpretations, which perceive democracy as conceptualisation of a social contract. See i.e.: G. 

Agamben, The introductory note on the Concept of Democracy., [in:] Democracy in what state?, A. Allen (ed.), Columbia University Press, New York 2011, p. 
1.

14  R. Osborne, Of the People... op.cit. p. 289.
15  See later pages: C. De Vries, Ambivalent Europeans., FEPS Queries Scientific Magazine, N°03 (09)/2012 – 2013, pp. 78 – 82.
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subsequent elections, because they are not knowledgeable enough to be involved. The focus on the false 

assumptions concerning the popular level of awareness, neglects the importance of the process of formulation 

and aggregation of views. Blaming the [institutional] system as too technocratic and not transparent16 is of 

course not an illegitimate charge; however it is hard to believe that this is the only or even the main cause of 

the gap between the Eu and its citizens. 

First of all, there is no proof that the system had been “better” in 1979 than it was in 2009. on contrary, the 

European parliament has acquired more powers since then and hence the election is to chose deputies for a 

more influential body. Furthermore, it is also unlikely, taking into account the experience of the European 

integration, that the architecture it would ever reach a stage of being substantially simplified. Secondly, since 

the modern citizenry is described as the most knowledgeable in terms of politics ever (also because their 

access to the internet and 24 hours cycle media) – it would imply that this assessment doesn’t apply to the Eu 

context. That would mean that the tendencies on the national level and on the European one are contradictory 

to one another. There is no proof that that was the case. hence the EU democratic deficit can be connected 

rather with a negative, persisting image that is being in fact created that there are the sophisticated EU 

institutions on one hand, and on the other “mentally lethargic population lagging behind”17. It is time to break this 

myth and to look for another explanation. hence there is a need of strategy change. 

The next Eu elections are an opportunity to do so, even if the previous European votes have been 

described as the second order elections18. Indeed, in the past, even if the outcome of the Ep elections was to 

compose the only directly democratically elected body of the Eu, the campaign debates were hardly ever 

truly European. In the respective national contexts, in which they take place, they have rather seen primarily 

as mid-term tests for the parties in the governments and in the oppositions. hence the preoccupations of the 

candidates and competing national parties are about the ongoing national affairs. Secondarily, they have 

been read as cyclical referenda on Eu integration. The divergence concerning the Eu itself has been therefore 

narrowed to being either “in favour” or “against”, and consequently to “defending or accusing the Eu”. This has 

meant that there has been a very small space of a real debate on the Eu and its future. And last but not least, 

the pro-European parties engaged in the campaign, have remained primarily defensive.

This pro-forma defence is very unlikely to be enough in the future. The Eu that entered into the national 

debates in last months is the post-crisis EU. It is a union that is part of a discouraging mystery and not part of 

sustainable solution. For the populations in the countries affected by the crisis the most, it appears to be the 

power dictating austerity measures. For the inhabitants of the countries, who contribute to rescue plans, it 

emerges as a burden. herewith the historical promise of peace and prosperity gets undermined19. New 

challenge for the pro-European movements is that the question is no longer, if they are for Europe – but for 

what sort of Europe they are20. These developments are likely to induce politicisation of Europe. political parties 

will need to provide in a comprehensive manner their integral position on the future scenarios. From that 

logic a prediction on potential further political consolidation of the europarties is being formulated21. 

16  See i.e.: H. C. H. Hoffman & A. H. Türk, EU Administrative Governance., Edward Elgar Publishing Limited, Cheltenham 2006.
17  J. Habermas, Europe. The Faltering Project., Polity Press, Cambridge 2009, p. 129.
18  For a definition, see : See: R. Corbett, F. Jacobs & M. Skackleton, The European Parliament., 6th edition, John Harper Publishing, London 2005, p. 9.
19  See : P. Nousios, H. Overbeek & A. Tsolakis, Globalisation and European Integration. Critical Approaches to Regional Order and International Relations., 

Routledge, New York 2012, p. 45. 
20  Also see: O. Cramme & S. B. Hobolt, Political Union. A Federal Companion, not a federal marriage., Policy Network 2012, http://www.policy-network.net/

pno_detail.aspx?ID=4271&title=Political+Union%3a+A+critical+companion%2c+not+a+federal+marriage 
21  A. Skrzypek, Ideology, Politicisation and Identification. The role of Europarties in providing citizens with a democratic choice., FES Next Left 2012, 

forthcoming. 
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This is therefore high time to combat the myth that the European citizens do not take part in European 

democracy (in either of the available ways), because they are not knowledgeable enough. The departing point 

must be that on contrary, they are acquaintance with the Eu and its policies for which they are to be respected 

and treated as equal partners in a political debate. The voters need to be convinced that their voices are to be 

valued and are to translate into specific direction that the European union should follow. This is why it is 

necessary to shift emphasis from educational, legitimising European campaigns of 2nd order into a polarising, 

politically profound debate of the 1st order. The approach must become also more holistic, understanding the 

necessity to strengthen European public sphere as the next stage of evolution of the European democracy 

– which tendency must parallel affect also the concept of the Eu institutional architecture. That means that 

prerogatives of the European parliament shall be further broadened. Also that the politicisation of the post of 

the president of the European commission shall translate into a concrete, politically legitimised mandate for 

which execution the leader in question and its respective political family assume full political responsibility. 

Myth 2: EU democratic deficit can be solved quickly by a 
new treaty

As much as the Eu democratic deficit is a reoccurring feature of the European debates, so is the need for 

another profound institutional reform. This can be received with a dose of scepticism. Within the last 20 years, 

the European union has seen 5 new Treaties. Starting from the Maastricht Treaty, each subsequent one was 

to ensure a greater operational capacity, greater transparency and openness, and greater empowerment of the 

citizens. In this context it seems most paradoxical, that when the crisis hit, it exposed an inability of the Eu to 

politically deal with its’ rage and consequences. At the same time, the European citizens have never before felt 

as powerless as they feel nowadays – expecting that their life circumstances will not only not improve, but 

most likely deteriorate further22. Without neglecting the importance of the different mechanisms provided by 

the respective treaties, it does not seem that the ultimate answer would lay therefore in yet another hurriedly 

framed institutional reform. 

There are two ways of looking at the matter. The first one is related with the record-breaking number of 

treaties that resulted from lengthy negotiations and needed to be subsequently promptly replaced. Though 

there are many points of criticism that could be brought in concerning the lisbon Treaty, the contemporary 

circumstances do not seem to encourage thinking that there would be a possibility for a better arrangement 

to be negotiated at this moment. Actually it seems that contrary is the case. looking at the contemporary 

dichotomies within the Eu, it is quite plausible that any institutional debate would rather be currently focused 

on introducing or preventing certain formats of privilege enhanced cooperation among the euro-zone 

member states23. If this tendency to form restricted and extracted coordination mechanism was to prevail, 

there would be most likely a different, two- (or multiple) speed Europe emerging out of it. None of the existing 

analyses and answers to the European democratic deficit envisage adequate response and set of actions 

towards it at this point. 

22  Eurobarometer 73, Public Opinion in the European Union, Publication November 2010 http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb73/eb73_vol1_
en.pdf 

23  J. Habermas wrote about it eloquently, calling the separate meetings of the euro-zone member states as “political aperitif, when all is decided before the 
rest comes for dinner”. For a broader institutional argument, please see his earlier work i.e. : J. Habermas, Why Europe needs a constitution., 2011, http://
newleftreview.org/II/11/jurgen-habermas-why-europe-needs-a-constitution 
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 The second way of looking at the issue is that this is not only the European institutions that people do not 

trust24, but overall the belief in the European Union as a whole has been significantly declining. In the spring 

2012 the Eurobarometer reported that the confidence in the Eu had been consequently falling and reached 

the lowest in the history level of 31%. This is accompanied by a sharp decline of the number of Europeans, 

who claimed to have had positive image of the Eu (here the polling is also down to 31% from 50% in 2006) 

and with the fact that Eu has been considered the best place to tackle economic crisis by only 21% (which 

equals the number of citizens, who believe that the national level is the most appropriate for it)25. This would 

mean that the angle to review functioning of the Eu and subsequently its institutions, should rather first of all 

address the issues of capacity for overall economic and social governance. 

The Eu has been suffering from not only the democratic, but also social deficit. hence they should be 

analysed always in parallel. The initial institutional setup of the Eu was arranged in a way that it could provide 

an embedding for a supranational, apolitically regulated market26, but hardly enough tools to work towards a 

fair and better European society analogically. This meant that however markets become europeanised, 

there were not enough tools of economic governance put in place as politics still remained first 

and foremost national-interest dictated one. The fact that the social policies remained an 

area of soft politics, while the markets have been the example of hard politics – this made 

the earlier vulnerable. A permissive silent consensus lasted until the crisis, but clearly 

cannot be carried on further, especially that the social dimension of the union has been 

deteriorated significantly through all the crisis management, austerity measures. And 

this is what undermined the most the trust and approval for the union.

This is therefore the time to liberate European politics from the illusion that 

another, hurriedly formulated treaty can bring the urgently awaited remedy. The 

decline in the support for the Eu is real and sharp, hence the issue is rather how 

to start immediately with operating more efficiently within the provisions given 

and complete the construction that the lisbon Treaty has offered. This does not 

exclude the broader reflection on the future construction of the European 

institutional set up, however this one should encompass more fundamental 

reforms. They should change the functioning and perception of the European 

union, seeing that no longer as an economic project, which profits translate to social 

policies but as a societal project, that prospers from common economic governance27. In 

that sense, calls for Social Treaty (as to balance the Fiscal one) should rather be 

embedded in an overall debate about the future of Europe. An ability to transform such a 

debate into a prevailing, pan-European one requires further on an executive strategy – 

which success depends on one hand on winning subsequent elections on both national and 

European levels, and on the other on capacity to consolidate within a pan-European political 

family behind it.

24  Respective literature shows that people’s trust in the institutions is commonly low. See: P. Norris, Trust in democracy., http://pippanorris.typepad.com/
pippa_norris_weblog/2009/01/trust-in-democr.html 

25 Standard Eurobarometer 77, Public Opinion in the European Union, Spring 2012, http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb77/eb77_first_en.pdf 
26  Th. Persson, Unfinished Polity., [in:] How Unified is the European Union. European Integration Between Visions and Popular Legitimacy., S. Gustavsson, L. 

Oxelheim, L. Pehrson (eds.), Springer, Berlin Heidelberg 2009, pp. 11-26.
27  The sentence refers to multiple definitions of “Social Europe”. For further details, please see: A. Skrzypek, The Next Social Contract: a new Vision for European 

Society., FEPS Next Left Study elaborated within the FEPS Next Left Focus Group, forthcoming.
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Myth 3: EU democratic deficit is caused by the EU’s divided 
leadership

In the past, it was frequently repeated that there is no one single number that one could call to talk to a leader 

of Europe28. The crisis circumstances and the growing prominence of the inter-governmental method inspired 

modifications in this saying towards: well, if one actually calls, one gets: for Germany – press 1, for France – press 2... 

last, but not least, this discussion was transferred recently into a new context – which is connected with 

awarding the Eu with the peace Nobel prize and hence the question, who should receive it on behalf of the 

Eu29. In that context media pointed out that on this occasion, which is to be about recognition of the European 

projects’ success in bringing peace and unity, Eu actually stands more divided than ever30.

The phenomena of the Eu divided leadership is also apparent in the debate on the EU democratic deficit. 

The complicated nature of the Eu decision making process makes it very difficult to on one hand keep track 

on who introduced an initiative (both politically and institutionally); as also whose success it effectively is, once 

is passes through. At this last stage, it is usually depoliticised, since it has to reflect a broader culture of a 

compromise between different actors and different pillars of the Eu. consequently, the Eu appears indeed as 

colour-less and face-less Brussels. 

The problem that is being identified in the context of the EU democratic deficit debate is usually related to 

the fact that there are several leading personalities, all of them holding a mandate as leaders of an institution 

or a state. The implicit understanding of those complaints would be that there would be a need for a unified 

leadership, which would seem most natural also due to contemporary tendencies towards personalisation of 

politics31. The difficulty with this argument is that due to its’ specific construction and two primary pillars 

(intergovernmental and federal), the Eu is predestined to continue with multiple leaders. Their impact may 

vary, depending on their respective personalities on one hand, and circumstances on the other – however 

the fact of a coexistence of a number of them is unlikely to change.

 hence there is a need to reframe the way of thinking. First of all, as stipulated before, there is a need for further 

politicisation and hence polarisation of the European politics within among the pro-Eu approaches. This has to 

happen through two mutually enhancing tracks. The first of them is the fulfilment of the provisions of the lisbon 

Treaty, which is a solid base towards further strengthening of the so called europarties. The second implies further 

europeanisation32 of the national political parties and consolidation of their cooperation on the European level33. This 

means that their political agenda has to transform into more realistic, governing programme for multi-layer 

governance. And that the European elections’ manifestos, which strength was traditionally in the fact that they 

were symbols of unity among different national parties, will need to gain new meaning and new significance34.

28  The saying “Who do I call, if I want to call Europe” has been associated with Henry Kissinger, former US Secretary of State. He, however, seem to deny being 
an actual author of it. Kissinger recently paraphrased in “Even if the telephone existed and even if they answered, the answer is not always clear”. http://
bigstory.ap.org/article/kissinger-says-calling-europe-quote-not-likely-his

29  See i.e.: EU’s Nobel Prize: Europe’s Press has mixed response., BBC New Europe, 13th October 2012, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-19936165 
30 Ibidem.
31 I. McAllister, The Personalisation of Politics., Australian National University, 2012, http://politicsir.cass.anu.edu.au/staff/mcallister/pubs/personal.pdf 
32  For a definition of “europeanisation” please see: Th. Poguntke, N. Aylott, E. Carter, R. Ladrech & K.L. Luther (eds.), The Europeanisation of the National Political 

Parties. Power and organisational adaptation., Routledge, Oxon 2007.
33  The argument that strength of governance on different levels is a subject of their mutual influence and enhancement is eloquently developed in: 

P. Diamond, National and Global Governance in Crisis: Towards a Cosmopolitan Social Democracy., [in:] Building New Communities. Notes from the 
Transatlantic Dialogue of Dialogues., E. Stetter, K. Duffek & A. Skrzypek (eds.), Next Left Book Series vol. 5, FEPS and IGLP HLS, Brussels 2012, pp. 90 – 97.

34  A. Skrzypek, Ideology, Politicisation and Identification. The role of Europarties in providing citizens with a democratic choice., Study completed within the 
FEPS Next Left Working Group in 2012, forthcoming. 
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Secondly, this consolidation should induce a demand for a clearer relation between the political agenda 

and the representatives holding different mandates on the Eu level. The lisbon Treaty enables the first step 

towards this direction, by setting that the president of the European commission should originate from the 

political family, which Group in the European parliament gained the largest amount of seats. This is however 

only the first step, as the other commission’s members still remain technically apolitical. There is no clear 

reason, why they could not gain stronger rooting in the pan-European political families, especially that their 

hearings in the European parliament are already taking place in front of the groups that themselves have been 

significantly consolidating in recent years35. The missing link is in fact the relation of those commissioner-

candidates with the europarties. Strengthening on that level is possible, even if it is likely that the situation of 

“grand coalition” should persist both in the European parliament, as also in the European commission in the 

future. 

This new approach can liberate the discussion from an illusion that democratic deficit shall be tackled by 

attempts to merge different leadership positions within the Eu. The fact remains that specific character of its 

architecture makes such an endeavour unlikely to succeed. The alternative lies in changing the way of thinking 

about the Eu construction. on one side, this requires further unification of the political parties in the name of 

a common, tangible agenda, which shall be consequently executed on all the level of governance. on the 

other, it calls for further politicisation of the mandates held by respective representatives on the European 

level. This shall not be seen as contradictory to their initial dependence from the national constituencies, but 

on contrary become an added strength. In that sense, in a longer term perspective, they can take direct 

responsibility for fulfilling certain part of Eu electoral agenda that corresponds to their mandates. Such a 

reliability could help showing the contrast on one hand, and allow building more efficient, issues based 

coalitions between politicians and civil society within the still crippling European public sphere.

The article exposed three myths that are reoccurring in the debate concerning European democracy and 

subsequently European deficit. It denounced the assessment that European citizens are not knowledgeable 

enough to take part in the European decision making processes, while demanding a politically responsible, 

engaging and respectful approach from the Eu politicians towards the voters. It rejected a proposal for 

another hurriedly framed treaty as a remedy on current predicament. Instead, the arguments were formulated 

to strategically prepare a long term process that would change the functioning and perception of the 

European union. It should no longer be seen as an economic project, which profits translate to social policies but 

become a societal project, that prospers from common economic governance. And finally, it exposed that the 

democratic deficit does not result from multitude of leadership posts on the Eu level – but from the fact that 

only some positions are now evolving towards being rooted in a political mandate. This is a matter of both 

transparency and legitimacy, on which margin it was argued for a stronger consolidation of the political 

families on the European level – with upholding a modern understanding of the political subsidiarity principle. 

As such, the article is an attempt to change the approach towards European democracy, proposing several 

ways on how to liberate it from invalid assumptions and identify new pillars of holistic, progressive thinking.

 

35 S. Hix, A. G. Noury & G. Roland, Democratic Politics in the European Parliament., Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2007, p. 3.

Ania SkRzyPEk , dr., is a Senior research Fellow at the Foundation for European progessive Studies.
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While the crisis and its impacts have enhanced political rhetoric of historical determinism, societies 

across the globe have proven not to be ready to reconcile with it. The idea that there is no other 

way available and that politicians have appeared to have resigned from trying to formulate any 

tangible alternative. Thousands have mobilised to show their disagreement. They went on the 

streets in 2011 to demand hope for a better, fairer future. Even though these mobilisations faded 

away since then and nowadays only remain echoed in sociological and political science’s 

publications, they have imprinted public sphere with an important legacy. This is a conviction that 

societies become powerful, when their citizens unite and together seek a new path. This is the 

essence of a deliberative process that constitutes a fundamental pillar of democracy. hence in the 

mobilisations’ aftermath a clear challenge is how to revitalise it and readapt to the modern times.  

This seems to be the only way to restore politics and its primacy, as embodiment of a mission 

served in the name and for the citizenry. The task is multidimensional, and as Fabien EScAloNA 

argues in this chapter, has to be met with a progressive, pan-European character answer. While 

robin WIlSoN illustrates the historical examples that success depends on providing hope and Alfio 

MASTropAolo proposes to carry out a census and open the next chapter of “New politics”. his 

understanding is that the momentum of political transition is there, since there is nothing more 

political than anti-politics.  

Restoring Sense 
in Primacy of Politics 
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The Endangered Primacy 
of Politics

By Fabien ESCALONA 

Without socialism, democracy is imperfect,  

but without democracy, socialism is impotent 

léon Blum

The implications of the major economic crisis that has rocked the whole world since 2007-08 are not only 

social, but democratic too. Even if the way they are challenging the left seems less dramatic than during the 

1930s (the nature and scale of the present crisis often being compared to those of the “Great depression”), the 

memory of that time should prompt it to formulate bold responses and a strategy adapted to the current 

upheavals. Social democracy, as the dominant force on the left and because it succeeded in implementing 

the “primacy of politics” over economics, bears special responsibility in this respect. To better define the 

subject, I will first turn to the threats weighing on West European democracies before going on to look at the 

difficulties facing the left in countering them, taking as my basis recent events, existing economic and political 

analyses and my own research.

What’s left of west European democracies?

the exhaustion of the representative regimes

Before the systemic crisis of neo-liberal capitalism struck,1 the state of West European democracies was 

already giving cause for concern. A few years before his recent death, the famous political scientist peter Mair 

had provided an uncompromising diagnosis of the loss of substance of the old liberal democracies.2 he 

argued that the number of judicial and constitutional reviews and reforms which sought to improve the 

1  D. Kotz, The Financial and Economic Crisis of 2008: A Systemic Crisis of Neoliberal Capitalism, [in:] Review of Radical Political Economics 41 (3), 2009, pp. 
305-317.

2 P.  Mair, ‘Ruling the Void ? The Hollowing of Western Democracy’, [in:] New Left Review 42, 2006, pp. 25-51.
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“governance” of West European regimes had multiplied to the detriment of the involvement of the masses, 

citizenship today being emptied of the sovereignty that is its raison d’être. The few crumbs of “participative 

democracy” granted to the people are seen as unable to conceal the growing autonomy of political elites and 

the importance acquired by non-representative bodies and processes in defining public policy, whether in 

the form of non-government agencies or the transposition of community law. on the other hand, substantial 

changes have affected the political parties, whose function within representative democracies – to channel 

the constant conflict between equality and representation – has still failed to find a serious rival.3 More than 

the decline of political parties as such, it is their role in expressing the demands of citizens that seems to 

have been seriously compromised. 

While we need not necessarily share Mair’s view that contemporary political parties have become agents 

of the state, it is true that the end of mass parties has had the effect of reducing the action of the political 

elites within the institutions, while in the eyes of the public their motivations seem to be aimed primarily at 

their own survival within this narrow world. Above all, there is incontrovertible evidence that citizens are 

becoming increasingly indifferent to partisan organisations, in regard to both the militant actions they propose 

and proposals designed to win votes. As voter turnout continues to decline, in recent years we have seen 

records for low turnout repeatedly beaten. Moreover, and most clearly since the 1990s, available studies 

everywhere show a tendency for voters to behave and regard themselves as spectators of conventional 

politics as opposed to participants. 

The impact of the great economic crisis

In the context of an already impoverished democratic terrain, the effect of the crisis into which capitalism 

has been plunged in the late 2000s was to aggravate the situation. In the Southern European countries 

governments capitulated under pressure from international capital markets and implemented austerity 

measures, including major cutbacks in public and social expenditure, tax rises and levies on all households, 

privatisation and so-called “structural” reforms to liberalise the labour market. Without the people being 

consulted, leaders were sometimes forced to resign so that the same policies – at times taken even further – 

could be pursued by politicians often linked to high finance. The European institutions played a key role in this 

process, making their aid dependent upon the implementation of such plans despite the disastrous economic 

results and the social suffering they engendered. The sad laboratory of modern day Greece is the ultimate 

example of this process of double dispossession in action in Europe: a material dispossession, by way of a fall 

in real earnings, a reduction in social protection and increased precariousness, but also a political dispossession, 

insofar as the sphere of life governed by sovereign and democratic decisions seems to be continually shrinking, 

while the public patrimony is abandoned to the market economy. 

Southern Europe, stigmatised as “irresponsible”, when in fact the characteristics of its unsustainable 

development were favoured by the architecture of the eurozone and proved to be necessary to the 

prosperity of the exporting countries, is no more than the front line in a reality that is undermining 

democracy throughout the eurozone: the sudden entrance of an external protagonist (international 

investors) in the definition of the social contract4 that is supposed to be defined sovereignly by the citizens 

3 N. Yanai, Why Do Political Parties Survive?, [in:] Party Politics 5 (1), pp. 5-17. 
4 F. Lordon, Europe : la crise n’a peut-être pas dit son dernier mot, www.marianne2.fr, 21 novembre 2010. 
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of a country. Such an inroad into the democratic ideal had been possible since the treaties establishing the 

single currency placed their seal of approval both on the free movement of capital and on the independence 

of the EcB, the latter being in addition not allowed to become the lender of last resort to the Member States. 

however, it took a major crisis for the device to reveal its real capacity to limit so drastically the margin of 

manoeuvre of governments and break the resistance of the people. The sole threat of an attack by bond 

markets is an instrument of discipline that to date has been enough to prevent any alternative policy. In 

France, despite the Socialist party’s plan to postpone the deadline for achieving balanced public accounts, the 

fear of punishment at the hands of the markets has caused the government of the left to respect the 

timetable set under the mandate of the conservative Nicolas Sarkozy. on this occasion, the Audit office even 

allowed itself to issue economic policy recommendations that were highly contestable, both in substance, 

as they failed to take into account the macroeconomic effects of a restrictive policy, and in form, as only the 

neo-liberal point of view was evoked, ignoring all other schools of economic thought.5 

Even more seriously, the anti-democratic nature of the eurozone’s economic policy is at risk of being 

further accentuated by the TSCG (Treaty on Stability, coordination and Governance in the Economic and 

Monetary union) currently being ratified by its signatories. Even stronger constraints are being placed on national 

budgets, the adoption of which by national parliaments being yet one of their essential and historical powers. 

These constraints are all to the effect of restricting public expenditure. Again, this choice can be criticized not 

only for its doubtful effectiveness,6 but also because its aim is to radically and enduringly block the implementation 

of different policies through the use of automatic sanctions, complete with constitutionalisation of new budget 

regulations and European judges and commissioners charged with identifying and punishing any violation. 

rather than federal progress, this is placing economic policy under authoritarian supervision, according to 

ordoliberal principles that institutionally and legally guarantee that the primacy of market mechanisms and the 

freedom of private players shall not be called into question by the choices formulated by a political community.7

This situation may ultimately create reactions of uncontrolled despair and/or aggravate the already 

alarming apathy of citizens. Although it alone cannot explain the persistence and (mixed) success of radical 

right parties in Europe, it does constitute a context favourable to their growth. Neo-liberal globalisation, the 

dissemination of cultural liberalism and cosmopolitan ideas are at the source of a dividing line between the 

“nomadic” and the “sedentary”, whose bases are just as much cultural and symbolic as they are material8. The 

fact remains, however, that the democratic dispossession we have evoked, the effects of which are coupled 

with worsening living conditions, plays into the hands of those whose message revolves around the notion 

of the people as victim of incapable and exploitative elites. Even in the rich countries, the absence of a genuine 

European political community favours anti-solidarity messages denouncing aid granted to other peoples as 

contrary to the national interest. Although the populism that many like to highlight and condemn reveals, 

through these parties, a particularly hideous face, it must also and above all be analysed as a phenomenon 

closely linked to the state of our democracies, in the sense that it is not only their “pathology” but that it “also 

alerts us to their insufficiencies and their excesses.”9 

5  Ph. Légé, Ch. Ramaux & H. Sterdyniak, Note critique sur le rapport de la Cour des comptes : La situation et les perspectives des finances publiques, www.atterres.
org, juillet 2012. 

6 H.-J. Chang, Austerity has never worked, [in:] The Guardian, 4 June 2012. 
7 Les économistes atterrés, L’Europe mal-traitée. Refuser le Pacte budgétaire, ouvrir d’autres perspectives en Europe, Paris : Les liens qui libèrent, 2012. 
8  S. Bartolini, Restructuring Europe. Centre Formation, System Building, and Political Structuring between the Nation State and the European Union, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005.
9  L. Bouvet, Le sens du peuple : La gauche, la démocratie, le populisme, Paris : Editions Gallimard, 2012, p. 268.
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The difficult restoration of the  
primacy of politics

reviving the legacy of the past?

do the left, and social democracy in particular, have the means to confront 

these threats weighing on the future of liberal democracies? A priori, the past of 

social democracy would suggest it has the resources to confront the primacy of 

economics organised according to the ordo-liberal principles currently at work or 

being adopted. While the Great depression was concurrent with a major crisis in 

social democracy, it was also during this period that the delicate seeds of an 

alternative to the liberal management of capitalism were developed, especially in 

the Scandinavian countries. In the face of the laissez-faire of liberal ideology and the 

revolutionary quietism of Marxist ideology, which shared an inability to offer anything by 

way of a correct and immediate remedy to the crisis experienced by the masses, social 

democratic ideology (whose origins lie with Edouard Bernstein’s revisionist theses of the early 

20th century) was able to propose and then impose the primacy of politics over economics.10 

contrary to fascist ideas and practices, this primacy was characterised by its democratic nature. What 

is more, the national community within which it was exercised was conceived in an inclusive manner, 

with citizenship at its base and not blood, race or religion. 

This analysis, developed by Sheri Berman in particular, takes its inspiration from the theses of karl polanyi 

(1886-1964), according to whom attempts to install a “market society” would always fail because they would 

unfailingly provoke resistance, the barbaric and progressive nature of which cannot be foreseen. While polanyi 

was no doubt a less innovative decoder of capitalism than Marx, he was clearer and more stimulating in 

regard to the democratic aims of socialism, which the fascists never shared and the liberals were obliged 

either to abandon for market mechanisms or to retain by agreeing to re-embed them in the social and 

political sphere. Is social democracy able to contribute once again to this re-embedding? contrary to those 

who believe that social democracy’s ability to reconnect with its own past is primarily a matter of will or 

power of conviction, I would defend here the disagreeable point of view that the obstacles facing such a 

possibility are in fact major. The path followed by the social democratic family inspires little optimism. Its 

conception of democracy that has become narrowly liberal, its growing integration within the capitalist 

system, the productivist nature of its economic thinking, its acceptance of European integration as it has 

evolved since the 1980s11… are all reasons to doubt its ability to restore the primacy of politics. 

Barriers to a reformist and social management 
of capitalist growth 

Brutally stated, it is likely that the reformism associated with keynesian policies is no longer a feasible 

option in the face of the current crisis of capitalism. While social democracy flourished during the post-war 

period (1945-1973), this was attributable not only to social democracy itself, but also to an environment that 

10 Sh. Berman, The Primacy of Economics versus the Primacy of Politics, [in:] Perspectives on Politics 7 (3), 2009, pp. 561-578.
11 F. Escalona, La social-démocratie entre crises et mutations, Paris: Fondation Jean Jaurès, 2011. 
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enabled it to realize its project of having the interests of the working classes coincide with those of the nation 

as a whole, of building a welfare state and ensuring the primacy of politics, while avoiding any radical 

questioning of the capitalist economy. The problem is that the components of this environment have 

fragmented. Since which time capitalism has only been able to ensure the prosperity of the holders of capital 

by entering a neo-liberal phase characterised by increased inequalities, assaults on the protection of wage 

earners and the unsustainable expansion of the financial sphere. Whereas during the boom of the post-war 

years growth had permitted a compatibility between the logic of democracy and the logic of capitalism, all 

the expedients used since have failed, whether it be inflation, the public debt or private 

debt.12 In accordance with its original characteristics, it seems that capitalism can 

now only survive by virtue of the mechanism of “dispossession” (as described by 

david harvey), whose material and democratic aspects are already visible in 

Europe. The post-war period, which was exceptional in economic history, is 

perhaps destined to remain so. If this proves true, the success of the reformist 

experience of social democracy would need to be analysed as the non-

reproducible product of a singular historical period. The left would 

thus find itself facing the same diagnosis as formulated by polanyi in 

the 1930s: if “capitalism and democracy have become incompatible” 

then “fundamentally, the alternative is the following: the extension of 

the democratic principle to the economy or the abolition pure and 

simple of the democratic political sphere.13 

But is this not a catastrophic vision, one that had already been 

refuted by the a posteriori appearance of a long period of growth that 

polanyi had not foreseen when writing in the midst of the torment? Two 

less than reassuring replies may be given to this question. Firstly, even to 

implement keynesian policies, social democracy must agree to confront head-

on the “neo-liberal” pillars of the Eu, namely the independence of the EcB and the 

free movement of capital between the Eu and the exterior. An authentic euro-

keynesianism would in fact involve restoring to politics the capacity to act on the currency, 

which would no longer be left exposed to the volatility of international capital markets. yet to 

do that, social democracy would have to reject measures and a philosophy on which it set the seal of approval 

in the 1990s, whether through monetary union or the lisbon strategy. 14 

Secondly, apart from the apparently enduring tendency of mature economies to stagnate, acceptance of 

the reality of climate change and the increasing scarcity of resources implies that growth levels of above 2% 

would quite simply not be desirable! yet growth was an essential ingredient of the “glorious days” of social 

democracy in the post-war years. Since its origins, social democracy has remained fundamentally productivist, 

as demonstrated by its present appeals for green growth or renewed investment at European level. This 

would undeniably constitute progress compared to the blind austerity policies currently pursued by the 

conservatives, but would not be enough to define a future that is desirable for human societies. More widely, 

like all political families, social democracy finds itself facing the difficulty of sustaining mature democratic 

12 W. Streeck, The Crises of Democratic Capitalism, [in:] New Left Review 71, 2011, pp. 5-29. 
13  K. Polanyi (1935), The Essence of Fascism, [in:] J. Lewis, K. Polanyi & D. K. Kitchin (eds), Christianity and Social Revolution, London: Victor Gollancz Ltd, 1935. 
Cité en français dans les Essais de Karl Polanyi (Paris: Seuil), 2008, p. 393.
14 M. Ryner, An Obituary for the Third Way: The Financial Crisis and Social Democracy in Europe, [in:] The Political Quarterly 81 (4), 2010, pp. 554-563.
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regimes without the endless accumulation of material goods and affluence that facilitates social peace.15 The 

cause seems far from having been won insofar as many areas of sovereignty have been removed from their 

control.

Sovereignty as a remedy  
to the crisis of capitalist democracies

To sum up, the level of conflict between the logic of democracy 

and the logic of capitalism seems to have reached its highest point 

since the late 1970s, when the neo-liberal paradigm triumphed over 

social democratic ideas. once again, social democracy and the left as 

a whole face the task of drawing up an alternative to the social and 

democratic regression that looms in a manner even more violent than 

30 years ago. The radical left must confront specific difficulties, the 

examination of which is beyond the scope of this paper. In regard to 

social democracy, it is probable that if it wants to promote the 

interests of the working classes and the community of citizens in a 

context that will have nothing in common with the post-war era, it 

will have to depart from the path it has taken over the past century. 

It will be unable to restore the primacy of politics without imposing a change of direction in the European 

project and will be unable to count on high levels of growth to meet the most urgent social needs or 

speak of democratisation without introducing it at the heart of the capitalist economy. 

In my opinion, it is therefore not possible to be satisfied with Sheri Berman’s proposal that, like capitalism, 

globalisation should not be rejected but rather placed at the service of the national community.16 The 

alternative is not of course to adopt a purely negative or maximalist rhetoric, but rather is to not consider the 

productive sphere as a world unto itself that would at times be submissive and at times dominant in its 

relationship to the political sphere. The two spheres interest the political community, whatever the latter’s 

contours (local, national or European). Social democracy can therefore radicalise, in the true sense of the term, 

by assuming that when a choice must be made between the logic of democracy and the logic of capitalism 

or globalisation, it is the former that must be defended. Stefan Berger is right to stress that commitment to 

democracy has been constant and, above all, increasingly central to social democratic doctrine, but he also 

highlights an essential difference between Bernstein and the contemporary reformists: “unlike [them], he 

wanted to transform capitalism”.17 

This reflection also implies that while the theme of “democratisation” was sidetracked by the so-called 

“Third Way” policies of the late 1990s, it nevertheless remains pertinent, which again goes beyond Sheri 

Berman’s proposal to restore the communitarian characteristic of post-war social democracy. In this respect, 

it is not Berman’s distrust of multiculturalism that is problematic but rather the strictly national frontiers that 

she assigns to the “communitarian ‘leg’ of social democracy.”18 At this level it is difficult to go beyond the limits 

15 A. Caillé, Pour un manifeste du convivialisme, Paris : Editions Le Bord de l’Eau, 2012. 
16 Sh. Berman, op.cit., p. 574. 
17 S. Berger, Democracy and Social Democracy, [in:] European History Quarterly 32 (1), p. 33.
18 Sh. Berman, op.cit., p. 574.
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inherent in representative democracy, which is essential but insufficient. The risk is also of being satisfied with 

a purely instrumental use of patriotism to create civic links and a sense of belonging. on the other hand, the 

primacy of politics will be assured much more effectively and the community of citizens will be much 

more authentic if they rest upon varied areas of self-government. In other words, if the socialist and 

republican tradition are combined with the tradition of associationism. Such a conception was expounded by 

many philosophers, including John dewey (1859-1952) and Michaël Sandel, the latter not only proposing to 

restore sovereignty at the level of the nation state but to disseminate it and multiply its places of exercise.19 

That does not dispense with the need for a civic community (for a long time to come, the nation state) as 

reference in order to guarantee the possibility, plurality and authenticity of these spaces, but it does make it 

possible to differentiate between the primacy of politics defended by the social democrats and the rhetoric 

of nationalism or statism of parties on the radical right. once again, the defence of such a conception would 

nevertheless require the democratic thinking and practice of social democrats to evolve, to the extent that 

they are very marked by the liberal tradition centred on the primacy of individual rights. 

In this paper, we have thus stressed how the contemporary economic crisis is aggravating the already 

degraded state of West European democracies. The democratic primacy of politics cannot, due to the 

development of capitalism and the imperatives engendered by the ecological crisis, be restored in the same 

way as during the post-war period. If this primacy is to triumph, social democracy will probably have to accept 

a high level of social conflict and extend the field of exercise of popular sovereignty. The tension that lies at 

the heart of this configuration is that the social democratic family has not followed a path that predisposes it 

to such a task, despite it corresponding to its historical raison d’être, which is both the defence of the interests 

of the working classes and the extension of democratic principles to all areas of collective life. 

19 M. Sandel, Democracy’s Discontent: America in Search of a Public Philosophy, Cambridge (MA): Harvard University Press, 1996.
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Light in a dark continent

Sheri Berman’s sweeping 2006 survey, “The Primacy of Politics”, was subtitled “Social Democracy and the 

Making of Europe’s Twentieth Century”.1 In its pages Berman conveyed how social democracy had not just been 

a player in this viscerally traumatic period in European history but had been a constitutive actor in asserting 

the capacity of politics to over-determine what Marx had identified during the Industrial revolution as 

capitalism’s economic “laws of motion” – its inherent tendencies towards concentration and centralisation, 

yawning inequality, global rapaciousness and crisis.

In so doing, Berman was continuing a thread of argument developed in the even more panoramic scan 

of a century of social democratic history – starting with the foundation of the Second international in 1889 – 

by donald Sassoon. Sassoon’s “One Hundred Years of Socialism” had identified how Marx’s leading German 

interpreter, karl kautsky, had re-presented his oeuvre as a deterministic schema, implying a millennial moment 

when the capitalist crisis would, semi-automatically, issue in a socialist transition. This would have been a 

recipe for passivity and so in practice, Sassoon contended, social democratic parties combined this dogma 

with a pragmatic reformism: socialism became what social democratic parties did.2

Such “revisionism”, in line with the thought of Eduard Bernstein, risked a loss of critical moorings and the 

ethical imperative of international solidarity at the heart of Marx’s thinking fell victim – with consequences all 

too awfully evident as International members fell in behind ‘their’ emergent nation-states when untrammelled 

imperial competition led to global war on an unprecedented scale. It was, too, matched in a process of action 

1 S. Berman, The Primacy of Politics: Social Democracy and the Making of Europe’s Twentieth Century, Cambridge University Press, 2006.
2 D. Sassoon, One Hundred Years of Socialism: The West European Left in the Twentieth Century, I.B.Tauris London, 1996.
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and reaction by the fundamentalist reassertion of “Marxism”, as Vladimir lenin’s new russian orthodoxy 

provided a cosmopolitan veneer for an old narodnik conspiratorialism, with its inevitable involution into “really 

existing” dictatorship.

out of the crucible of war, however, lenin’s Bolsheviks were to emerge on the winning side. And as the 

first phase of unregulated globalisation collapsed in 1929, a hopelessly divided European left was in no fit 

state to tame the capitalist tiger. on the contrary: it was the far right which successfully exploited growing 

labour-market insecurity – as it seeks to do today3 – by scapegoating unpopular minorities to 

shore up a crumbling social hierarchy. Berman’s book carries on the cover a poster from the 

critical 1932 German election for the Nationalsocialistishe Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, in which 

muscular arms bearing a swastika armband hand out tools to willing hands, under the 

slogan “Arbeit und Brot”.

But it was not everywhere so. The cover also shows a poster from the 1934 election 

in Sweden, which saw the social democratic SAp secure power in alliance with a 

farmers’ party. remarkably similar in appearance and tone, with the dominant 

motif an industrial belt linking two spindles, this one promises “Work for All” and 

“Increased purchasing power”, in return for a vote for the SAp. Berman explains 

the party’s success in bucking the ultra-reactionary European trend, encapsulated 

in its visionary phrase “the people’s home”, arguing that the SAP had exchanged 

orthodoxy’s insistence that socialism would emerge from economic developments 

with a conviction that socialists could and should use political power to reshape the 

world around them.4

The “Swedish exception”, as Berman describes it, was to offer a ray of hope in 

what Mark Mazower, in his history of 20th century Europe, was to describe, with 

conscious irony, as the “dark continent”.5 And the darkest hour, a continent-wide civil 

war unleashed by the forces of aggressive nationalism, xenophobia and intolerance, 

wreaking hitherto unimaginable human carnage – 6 million Jews, 20 million Soviet citizens 

– was to precede the dawn of what can now be seen as western Europe’s progressive 

heyday.

Social democracy = 
demand management + decommodification

If fascism was to hold out to the (male) worker an imaginary elevation to equality with fellow members of 

his Volk – and to women an equally synthetic pedestal as breeders for race and nation – its defeat was to 

empower in Europe (including, it might initially have been hoped before the “Iron curtain” descended, in the 

emergent “people’s democracies” of the east) a social democracy which held out two substantive ways to 

stabilise the volatility of proletarian life in capitalist society, while simultaneously appealing to non-proletarian 

strata and constructing viable electoral majorities. 

3  R. Wilson & P. Hainsworth, Far-right Parties and Discourse in Europe: A Challenge for our Times, European Network Against Racism Brussels, 2012. http://
cms.horus.be/files/99935/MediaArchive/publications/20060_Publication_Far_right_EN_LR.pdf

4 Sh. Berman, Op. Cit., p. 157.
5 M. Mazower, Dark Continent: Europe’s Twentieth Century, Penguin London 1998.
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The first was simply to borrow the liberal thinking of the economist John Maynard keynes, captured in the 

phrase Look after unemployment and the budget will look after itself. keynes, whose high point of global influence 

was during the constitution of the post-war international financial system at Bretton Woods after the gyrating 

instability of the pre-war period, recognised the fallacy of composition at the heart of the notion that a 

capitalist economy could be reduced to individual exchanges akin to barter (as had Marx in “Das Kapital”). 

Appreciating the role in that light of financial intermediation, and so the potential for disequilibria between 

supply and demand, he thus understood that the labour market might not clear and so unemployment could 

be involuntary, rather than reflecting individual moral turpitude.6 hence he urged resort to monetary and, 

particularly, fiscal policy to maintain effective demand and smooth the business cycle, rather than simply 

allowing the latter to reproduce Marx’s “reserve army of labour”, disciplining by their presence those still 

anxiously in work. If he were alive today he would have warned that European stimulus measures focusing 

entirely on monetary expansion have been like “pushing on a string”.

The second démarche was more profound. It was to move beyond what Marx saw as the relatively 

ephemeral role of the market into the sphere of production itself, where his great intellectual innovation 

beyond the English classical political economists was to understand how capitalism was not just about 

commodity production but the production of commodities by means of commodities – as piero Sraffa was to 

put it – most notably labour reduced to a commodity. And in that arena it was to hold out what Gøsta Esping-

Andersen, in his classic analysis of post-war welfare states, was to describe as the partial “decommodification” 

of labour.7 

Esping-Andersen painted three Weberian ideal types of welfare regime: first, Nordic, social democratic and 

universalist, derived from progressive taxation; secondly, continental, christian-democratic and insurance-based, 

sustaining social hierarchies, and, thirdly, Anglo-Saxon, selective and means-tested, inegalitarian and minimalist. 

like all ideal types, these betray a more complex and overlapping empirical reality.8 But, from last to first, they 

chart the degree to which social support against sickness, unemployment and old age, allied to employment-

protection legislation and engagement of the trade unions, began to turn workers into citizens – particularly 

where progressive taxation and universal benefits markedly reduced differentials in market incomes.

But why this variation, in response to the common challenge posed across Europe by the commodification 

of labour in advanced capitalist societies? Van kersbergen and Manow have demonstrated that plurality 

electoral systems, as in the uk, disfavoured the alliances social democrats needed to build to secure office 

and implement their plans, thereby placing least constraint on capital in terms of welfare provision. on the 

European mainland, proportional systems correspondingly favoured consensus-building by social democrats. 

But here a differentiation arose according to the political-party system: in “continental” cases, where christian 

democracy was strong, the religious, catholic-protestant cleavage militated against radical social change, 

whereas in those countries, like the Nordics, characterised instead by an urban-rural cleavage, alliances with 

parties of agrarian defence allowed universalist welfare projects to break through.9

Social democracy as its best thus came to combine, in a liberal socialism,10 the idea that the individual 

should be liberated from the vagaries of the market’s herd behaviours on the one hand and enjoy an 

6 See: W. Hutton, The Revolution That Never Was: An Assessment of Keynesian Economics, Vintage London 2001 [1986].
7 G. Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, Polity Press Cambridge, 1990.
8 See: C. Hay and D. Wincott, The Political Economy of European Welfare Capitalism, Palgrave Basingstoke, 2012.
9 K. Van Kersbergen and P.Manow (eds.), Religion, Class Coalitions, and Welfare States, Cambridge University Press, 2009.
10  See: R. Wilson and J. Bloomfield, Building the Good Society: A New Form of Progressive Politics, Compass London, 2011. http://clients.squareeye.net/

uploads/compass/documents/Compass_good_society_report_WEB.pdf.
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equality of citizenship in society, rather than a subordinate, proletarian status, on the other. This chimed 

with the renewal of social democracy eventually brought about by the “new social movements” of the 

1960s, through which feminism, environmentalism and the peace movement sponsored a more 

individualised and autonomous conception of political action.11 hence, as Ania Skrzypek has contended, 

the core values of social democracy were, and should remain, “freedom, equality and solidarity”.12

The Neo-Liberal interlude

So what went wrong? keynes had hoped for greater regulation of global markets via a new reserve 

currency or “bancor”. But with the uS the dominant power after World War II, the dollar, allied to fixed exchange 

rates, was to replace sterling in this role – until the cost of America’s imperial over-reach, manifested in the 

Vietnam war, led to a beggar-thy-neighbour devaluation and the general floating of national currencies, 

whose value was now at the mercy of financial speculators. This new international volatility was only 

compounded by the first evidence that capital’s consumptive behemoth was banging up against the finitude 

of the planet, as oil prices spiked in inflationary surges.

If this undermined the capacity of individual states to pursue autonomous fiscal and monetary policies 

– fearful of a run on their currencies – macro-economic steering was more fundamentally eroded by a second 

and more prodigious phase of the globalisation of capital Marx had anticipated. The rise of huge transnational 

manufacturing corporations and financial institutions meant that decisions made privately, and self-

interestedly, in their boardrooms could dwarf the significance of those made by elected political representatives, 

acting in the public interest, around their cabinet tables.13

The insecurity social democrats thought they had banished was now back with a vengeance. And in this 

“risk society”, as ulrich Beck was to name it,14 the right – not fascist this time but by no means moderate – was 

able to mobilise a new reaction, starting precisely from the two advanced capitalist states with plurality 

electoral systems, the uk and the uS, based on the principle that one could, and should, not “buck the market”. 

public servants, it was suggested, were all “rent-seeking” knaves, there was “no such thing as society” and 

individuals should be enabled to follow their utilitarian choices as Weberian “rational actors” by the reduction 

of their “tax burden”. Far from politics over-determining the economy, in other words, the state should be 

rolled back and its residue remodelled in mimickry of the private sector. A (once) expansive fiscal policy 

should be replaced by a tight monetary policy, to enforce “market discipline” on overly demanding workers.

Not all of this narrative travelled but the parallel global spread of English as the lingua franca assisted its 

missionary zealots, in the shape of Margaret Thatcher and ronald reagan. And the parallel abandonment of 

“social democracy in one country” in François Mitterand’s France highlighted how progressives had failed to 

elaborate a compelling alternative for the new times.

yet, speaking objectively, in the post-war era, as Nicos poulantzas recognised, while the economy was still 

the ultimately determining element in the social formation, it was no longer also dominant as in the “night-

11 D. Sassoon, Op. Cit., p. 736.
12  A. Skrzypek, The Core Values for the Next Social Deal [in:] E.Stetter, K.Duffek and A.Skrzypek (eds.), Next Left: Progressive Values for the 21st Century, 

Foundation for European Policy Studies Brussels 2011, p. 57.
13 See: M. Panić, Globalization and National Economic Welfare, Palgrave Basingstoke, 2003.
14 U. Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity, Sage Publications London, 1992 [1986].
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watchman” epoch, that role having passed to politics and the state.15 The complexity of managing a modern 

capitalist economy – minimising negative “externalities”, preventing the “tragedy of the commons”, securing 

“agglomeration effects”, maximising “human resources” and so on – demanded no less. how else but through 

public banks to meet the investment needs of capital, limited by the keynesian “liquidity trap”? how 

else to ensure the supply of “public goods” like knowledge, in a world of competing firms, 

except through public research institutes like the German Fraunhofer? And how else 

to dampen class tensions, if not through social pacts to regulate the labour market, 

as practised widely across western Europe? 

The “Third Way”

And so the “neo-classical” throwback to the “invisible hand” of the 

world of petty-commodity production, which underpinned the political 

economy of Adam Smith, did not – could not – prevent the return of the 

1970s crisis, which it proclaimed to have resolved in restoring a path to a 

pareto-optimal economic equilibrium. on the contrary, while initially 

hidden by asset bubbles and credit expansion, over time this “light-touch” 

deregulation and privatisation fuelled ever-proliferating crises – variously 

financial, ecological and social – until they fused into the protracted 

structural crisis which has come to define our world and from which no exit 

is apparent.

Even while the storm clouds were gathering, however, evidencing once more 

the urgency of political agency, a new revisionism emerged, a century after Bernstein, 

advocating precisely the opposite. This caution at best, passivity at worst, was to be 

articulated as a “Third Way” or Neue Mitte between neo-liberalism and “old-style” social 

democracy. like everyone else, it was suggested, social democrats had to genuflect to the new 

Greek gods of “the markets” – through which actually existing financial capitals, headed by unaccountable 

and irrational Gordon Gekkos, were rendered invisible and then re-anthropomorphised as the bearers of 

“sentiments” which mere governments defied at their peril. For social democrats in particular, it seemed, the 

great fear, to paraphrase Bertolt Brecht’s parody of the official response to the 1953 workers’ uprising in Stalinist 

Berlin, was that the people might lose the “confidence” of the markets.

The paradox, as Jenny Andersson identified it in her analysis of Swedish and British social democracy, was 

this: while the 1990s saw the emergence of new social movements responding to new risks and growing 

inequalities and calling for utopian visions of another world – such critiques having invigorated social democracy 

historically – social democracy’s response had been a message of adaptation to globalization and capital as forces 

beyond political control.16 And there was a further paradox: social democracy had always understood that a 

dynamic society open to innovation actually depended on a foundation of social security, yet the very 

globalisation it now re-presented as inexorable was engendering a fearful and atomised “precariat”,17 not only 

enduring degrading social conditions but also eroding the historic proletarian core of social democratic support.

15 N. Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, Verso London, 1978.
16 J. Andersson, The Library and the Workshop: Social Democracy and Capitalism in the Knowledge Age, Stanford University Press, 2010, p. 153
17 See: G. Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class, Bloomsbury Academic London 2011.
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“Third Way” timidity had been seen by some as unavoidable at the apogee of neo-liberal hegemony and/

or desirable in a political context where at one point in the decade 15 out of 17 then European union members 

were ruled, in whole or in part, by social democratic parties. In the new decade, however, such parties were 

caught like rabbits in the headlights as the crisis hit – to be ousted from power in portugal, Spain 

and Greece as incumbents who felt the popular wrath which austerity wrought in its 

wake.

Politics as an automous science

So what now? A good starting point is arguably the 20th century’s 

greatest revisionist, whose progressive thinking was stimulated by the 

defeat of the workers’ councils in Italy, the rise of fascism and his own 

prolonged incarceration. Gramsci insisted that politics should be seen 

as “an autonomous science”: far from economically-constituted classes 

battling each other to assume state power, as in Marx’s journalistic 

writings, in the democratic age political parties struggled for hegemony 

(“intellectual and moral leadership”), thereby cementing members of 

different classes in opposing “historical blocs”, in a positional warfare 

which embraced the institutions of civil society, like the school and the 

media, as well as those of the state per se.18

The idea of “the Good Society”, launched in a joint pamphlet by a British 

labour Mp and the general secretary of the German Spd on the 10th anniversary 

(in 2009) of the joint statement by Tony Blair and Gerhard Schröder on the “Third 

Way” / Neue Mitte, provides the basis for a new social democratic hegemony for 21st-

century Europe, just as “the people’s home” offered hope to Swedes in the dark days of the 

1930s. It would, Jon cruddas and Andrea Nahles wrote, fulfil the European dream of freedom and 

equality for all.19 As a portmanteau term, it reinstates the belief that politics is an act of virtue, rather than 

venality, to realise as much of a utopian vision as soon as possible. Far from aiming to align the employee with 

the “needs” of the markets, it seeks to liberate her from the control of capital to pursue what she identifies, in 

her relationships with others, as the good life. It thus can give renewed meaning to politics, as the vehicle for 

achieving “collective solutions”, as the Norwegian social democrats put it, to problems which cannot be 

solved by individuals in isolation.20

The “Good Society”, however, does not start from a tabula rasa. The Nordic social models – note the “s” – 

themselves primarily products of decades of social democratic hegemony, still retain their demonstrative 

power. Equality of individual autonomy and social trust can only rest on universal welfare citizenship. 

progressive taxation is the only way to ensure, over the business cycle, that revenues match expenditures 

(while borrowing is fine for investments, so “debt brakes” are constitutional inanities). A vibrant society 

depends on a strong, not a weak, state, as the producer of “public goods”. political parties, however essential 

18 Q. Hoare & G. Nowell Smith, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, Lawrence & Wishart London 1971
19  J. Cruddas & A. Nahles, Building the Good Society: The Project of the Democratic Left, Compass London 2009, http://clients.squareeye.net/uploads/

compass/documents/good%20society%20english%20WEB.pdf
20  See: W. Biermann & K. Kallset, “Everyone on Board”: The Nordic Model and the Red-red-green Coalition – A Transferable Model of Success?, [in:] International 

Politics and Society, N°4, 2010, pp. 167-91
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as “collective intellectuals”, are not the alpha and omega of political engagement, which requires a much 

wider involvement of non-governmental organisations and volunteer-activists if democracy is not to become 

an empty shell.21 

Indeed, the governance of the Good Society must be “citizen-centred”. older models of social 

democratic governance, as developed in England by the Fabians in the early 20th century, were premised on 

paternalistic professionals ministering to a passive populace of service users – so that forced sterilisation of 

women on eugenic principles could even operate for decades in social democratic Sweden. hence the 

popular appeal during the neo-liberal era of the “new public management” which treated users as “customers” 

able to exercise a “right of exit”. But as the evidence of the introduction of “choice” into Swedish schooling 

indicates, this can only lead to public goods, which should be non-exclusive and non-rival, becoming “club 

goods” for the middle class in a context of social segregation, at the expense of overall performance. What 

citizens really value is a “right of voice” in public services,22 which can best be personalised through a 

combination of autonomy for frontline staff, use as appropriate of third-sector organisations as expert partners 

and mechanisms for user engagement in service design.

In this perspective, far from the state being remodelled to look more and more like a business, enterprises 

should be transformed to look more and more like voluntary organisations. The stalling of social democracy 

in the post-war period was epitomised by the defeat of the plan in 1970s Sweden for “wage-earner funds”. yet 

employee-owned firms and co-operatives have since proved their superiority as business models, from John 

lewis in Britain to the Mondragon co-operative agglomeration in Spain. They ensure that all those involved 

in the company feel a stake in its success and that the “wisdom of crowds” prevails over the megalomania of 

chief executives like dick Fuld, who brought down lehman Brothers. Amid the crucible of the Industrial 

revolution in England, Marx identified the key contradiction within capitalism as between private ownership 

of the means of production and socialisation of the “productive forces”. Employee ownership should be a key 

objective of social democrats as they seek to go on to the front political foot as the neo-liberal era finally 

draws to a close.23

If workers are to be turned into equal citizens, a new cosmopolitanism, allied to intercultural dialogue, 

must replace the old models for the management of diversity, assimilation and multiculturalism, which 

respectively denied equality of citizenship and the very idea of the individual citizen (as against the 

stereotyped “community”).24 This should build on the individualistic framework of the “personality principle” 

originally developed by the Austro-Marxists to marry unity and diversity among workers in multinational 

Vienna, under a state umbrella of what Beck has called “constitutional tolerance”.25 While there has been some 

evidence of the liberalisation of “ethnic” constraints on citizenship in recent years, as with the 2000 change in 

Germany making it much easier for Turks to become Germans (or to elect not to do so), assimilationist 

citizenship tests for migrants suffer from the inherent paradox that the only meaningful “national” values to 

which the latter can be reasonably asked to subscribe are those universal norms – democracy, human rights 

and the rule of law – which every individual, regardless of nationality, should embrace.26 

21  See: R. Wilson, After the Celtic Tiger: a Nordic Vision for a New Ireland, in F.O’Ferrall (ed.), Towards a Flourishing Society, TASC Dublin 2012, www.tascnet.ie/
upload/file/TASC%20FSoc_FINAL_web.pdf.

22  See: J. Curtice and O. Heath, Does Choice Deliver? Public Satisfaction with the Health Service, [in:] Political Studies, Volume 60, N° 3, October 2012, pp. 484-
503.

23 See: R. Wilkinson and K. Pickett, The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better, Allen Lane London 2009.
24  See: Council of Europe, White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue: “Living Together as Equals in Dignity”, Council of Europe Strasbourg 2008, www.coe.int/t/

dg4/intercultural/source/white%20paper_final_revised_en.pdf.
25 U. Beck and E. Grande, Cosmopolitan Europe, Polity Press Cambridge 2007, p. 65.
26 See: C. Joppke, Citizenship and Immigration, Polity Press Cambridge 2010.
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While it was never an excuse for political authori tarianism that co-

ordination dilemmas historically made it very difficult for direct 

democratic participation to be meaningful on a large scale, what 

might be called “democracy 2.0” can recapture the deliberative 

democracy characteristic (for non-enslaved men) of the Greek polis 

and break down the division between rulers and ruled. of course, 

all too often the internet is characterised, in the absence of face-to-

face contact and tacit norms, by vituperative and prejudicial 

comment. But it does now become feasible through well-moderated 

fora to aggregate the “wisdom of crowds”, without participants 

having to crowd into one room, rather than assuming that the only 

alternative to every decision being made by an impossibly omniscient 

and omni-competent state is the “invisible hand” of the market.27 The 

meteoric rise of e-petitioning organisations like Avaaz, which have proved 

politically influential on a global scale, is a remarkable testament to the 

transformation of political campaigning. 

The European stage

Increasingly, these challenges can not be met on the national level alone. yet at the very 

time when the primacy of politics is urgently needed on a European scale, the contrary has emerged since 

the onset of the eurozone crisis: national governments and individual citizens in those countries most 

vulnerable to “asymmetric shocks” have been told that that “the markets” should dictate what they decide. 

Most remarkably in Italy, the incumbent government (however incompetent and ideological) was 

unceremoniously removed so that a “technocratic” – that is to say, unelected – administration could be put 

in its place.

restoring the primacy of european politics has three key planks:

1.  Lift the burden of risk from the citizen. The participants in keynes’ “capitalist casino” had it both ways: 

when they won they demanded deregulation, so the house would let them gamble more; when they 

lost they demanded to be bailed out, or they would bring the house down. The Financial Transactions Tax 

is not just a very progressive way of taxing high income. It is also – and this is partly why it must be set at 

a significant rate (0.25%, say, not .01 or .001) – essential to dampen down the tidal wave of global speculative 

transactions and to provide the Eu with the “own resources” required to begin to become a fiscal as well 

as a monetary union. Enforcing chinese walls between retail and investment banking is similarly geared 

to preventing capitalists from playing with ordinary people’s money. requiring higher capital ratios and 

introducing a Europe-wide deposit insurance scheme would provide the citizen with the security that 

their deposits are safe. 

The proceeds of the FTT could go to a European “green new deal” (see below), which would help restore 

security in the labour market by offering training and employment opportunities for a “green-collar army” 

of workers, as well as to tackle insecurity (including that induced by climate change) through supporting 

27 See: S. Coleman and J.G. Blumler, The Internet and Democratic Citizenship: Theory, Practice and Policy, Cambridge University Press 2009.
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projects in the developing world. Establishing an Eu-wide minimum wage, set at 50% of the national 

mean, would not only provide a wage floor but also militate against capital exploiting immigrant labour 

to undercut domestic workers, with all the explosive tensions that is engendering on the back of European 

court of Justice verdicts of recent times.

2.  Recognise that unity is strength. The eurozone crisis could have been nipped in the bud, at little or no 

cost, if the European political class had sent a clear signal to the financial institutions at the outset that 

their solidarity would be expressed in the mutualisation of debt. The small (on a European scale) Greek 

debts would have been backed by the weight of European Gdp. The proposal to issue eurobonds – 

redeemable, of course – to cover debts up to 60% of national Gdp provides such a guarantee while 

addressing the moral hazard problem (indeed, it incentivises a return to below 60% indebtedness). The 

intergovernmental alphabet soup of EFSF and ESM should be replaced by a new mandate for the European 

central Bank, required to pursue full employment as well as constrain inflation, which would issue the 

eurobonds backed by the sovereign guarantees of the Eu-27. Banks should be able to call on the EcB 

directly for support, as the June 2012 summit allowed, but this should be matched by strict regulation, an 

equity stake and a proportionate boardroom role – banks, not democratic governments, would then face 

intrusive intervention. Minimum taxation on capital will be essential to ensure member states can not 

engage in beggar-thy-neighbour strategies which undermine the pool of revenue from corporate 

taxation.

Greater European unity will require democratic institutional expression, notably in a real choice at 

European elections between competing candidates for commission president, determined by the 

parliament – a supranational move, involving all European citizens, in sharp contrast to the retreat to 

narrow intergovernmentalism of recent years. It will necessitate the parliament becoming the dominant 

institution in the European matrix, rather than the commission monopolising the right of initiative, amid 

a miasma of corporate lobbying, and the parliament having only a co-determining role. The idea of a 

European constitution was not wrong: it failed because it addressed the “democratic deficit” in a 

contradictorily top-down way and inappropriately partisan, neo-liberal inflections of the proposed text 

undermined support in France and the Netherlands. If the Eu is to survive in the long run, a constitution 

must be revisited. A different approach to Europe in the world will also be required, with a determined 

effort to use European “soft power” as a force for good – for example in preventing the uS and china 

dominating global debates over stopping catastrophic climate change by developing a pro-development, 

pro-sustainability perspective.

3.  Invest in a different future. It is tempting in the face of conservative austerity for progressives to support 

“growth”. But growth will be impossible unless Europe acquires a comparative advantage in the context 

of a global economy, where competition on wages is obsolete (as well as undesirable) and competition 

on quality is insufficient in the face of emerging economies’ successes. Advantage must now be sought 

primarily in production of environmental goods and services and in competing on the high ground of 

eco-efficiency across industrial sectors. While keynes was (in principle) happy to see government fund 

the digging, and then the refilling, of holes, public investment must be targeted at the green economy in 

this way, because it is guaranteed to bring a high return as well as being the right thing to do. In particular, 

a vast project to construct a European-wide smart electricity grid, fuelled by Saharan solar power and 

wind and marine energy, offers a vision of energy security, sustainability and Mediterranean partnership. 

This would be the grand projet for “project bonds” and the European Investment Bank, which should also 
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support major transnational research-and-development projects in the green economy. Germany has 

long shown at a national level how such “ecological modernisation” offers the win-win scenario for Europe 

of (the long-desired) competitive edge, employment creation and potential reductions in greenhouse-

gas emissions. 

Bracketing together the elements of an alternative in this way can allow 

citizens across the continent, with their different national cultural and 

political traditions, to see how the dots are joined, so to speak – and how the 

next European parliament election, in 2014, might rise above the “second-

order” by spurring a Europe-wide debate about its future. politics is always a 

battle of hope versus fear and this is all about instilling hope once more. We 

know from history the consequences of allowing the forces of fear, waiting 

in the wings, to take centre stage.
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The Long Build-up Towards 
a New Politics

By Alfio MASTROPAOLO

A challenge that has been building 
for some time

A spectre has been hanging over the head of Italian politics for some time. It goes by the name of Beppe 

Grillo. With no organisational machine behind him and armed with nothing more than a blog where he 

publicises his protests against the immorality of public life, Grillo has been leading a movement that has 

achieved excellent results in the spring local elections. That included even having a mayor of the capital of a 

province elected. And the polls are forecasting that his party could become the second or third party at the 

next Italian elections. polls are of course one thing and elections quite another. That being said, the Italian 

political class is concerned and is sending out alarm signals, referring to, with the help of the media, two 

pejorative labels: populism and anti-political attitudes.

These are two labels that have been doing the rounds for some time now and are often interrelated. 

populism is used as a synonym for demagogy. populists are the parties and movements that sing to the tune 

of the sovereignty of the people, that demonise the political and non-political ruling classes and that come 

up with promises that conventional politics sees fit to define as unachievable. usually, the label is attributed 

to parties and movements located on the right of the political spectrum, who promote an “ethnic” rather than 

a democratic notion of citizens. But other political actors coming from other parts of the political spectrum 

are sometimes also accused of populism: Are you fighting for the cause of the working classes? Well, then you 

make unachievable promises and you’re a populist! putting together opposite political extremes is an age-old 

political weapon.

The label of anti-politics is broader, even if it does partly overlap with the previous one. It refers to radical 

protest against conventional politics. There are anti-political discourses, movements and even voters. The 
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latter are those who only vote as a protest, while they could abstain, or else vote for a populist party or a left-

wing anti-political grouping. populism is a form of right-wing anti-politics, but there is no shortage of other 

forms of anti-politics: of course the latter are quite different from the first. The anti-politics of the populists is 

plebiscitary: it respects the electoral verdicts, but not the democratic values. on the contrary, the anti-politics 

when it is on the left is willing to moralise politics, paradoxically calling for more democratic participation. 

Finally, there are other types of anti-politics, which respect democratic rules and principles, but want to restrict 

the spaces for politics. Example of that is the technocratic discourse, as also the neoliberal one. 

A word of warning: nothing is more political than anti-politics. Grillo is 

doing politics when he calls for transparency and political morality. The new social 

movements do politics. Technocrats and entrepreneurs are acting politically 

when they criticize politics and claim to take decisions affecting the whole of 

society. But what is particularly important to note is that the much feared Grillo 

– and many of the populists and anti-political types – they are just playing the 

same old tune. The fears that they raise and the repertoire of action that they use 

to communicate will be partly new but there are plenty of precedents. populism and anti-politics are labels 

that have been around since the 1980s, but speeches, movements and voters who are critical of official politics 

have existed since the mid-1960s at least. That is true in Europe and throughout the western world.

New politics against old politics

let’s leave here technocracy and neoliberalism to one side. The more strictly political protests against 

official policy are at least half a century old, but as they have taken on various forms it makes them hard to 

recognise and to classify. We can include here the groupings of advocates of workers’ power in the 1960-70s, 

neo-Marxists and post-communists that appeared from the mid-1960s, the student and youth movements, 

pacifists, feminists, environmentalists, civil rights defenders and consumers. Meanwhile, gravitating on the 

right are the Scandinavian anti-tax parties of the early 1970s and the new Flemish and French extreme right, 

whose ranks have been subsequently swelled with Swiss, Austrian, Italian and other populists. More uncertain 

is where to place regionalist parties and movements.

To draw a distinction from Old Politics, we can talk about New Politics. The New Politics process demands 

all that, what the Old Politics ignores or underestimates. It is not very easy to put such demands in an order. 

As regards new social movements, according to an authoritative theory, there are: liberation from material 

needs, favoured by post-war development; and the rise in the population’s cultural level, which has given rise 

to new ‘post-materialist’ demands. The later has induced the calls for: more independence, a better quality of 

life, more active involvement in political life and more sophisticated goods such as cultural ones.

It is doubtful in how far material demands have really been captured within the background. The 

populist parties put certainly the emphasis on material needs. Initially, when the progressive Scandinavian 

parties appeared, they stressed the costs of welfare, which had become very high for the middle classes 

even if they were the major beneficiaries. later on, the sticking points became immigration and 

deindustrialisation, perhaps accompanied by some identity-related claim: the cultural heritage of the 

people that has to be saved from the immigrants. But materialism is what it’s really all about, even if it is 

mainly that of the middle classes.

A word of
warning:

nothing is more
political than
anti-politics. 
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The New Politics has brought new activists and new cadres to politics. Cadres and activists who 

emerged from disillusionment in achieving their ambitions under the Old Politics and hence have often 

recycled themselves into the ranks of New Politics. And the scale of this renewal of political personnel is 

considerable. At the same time, the New Politics distinguishes itself through its precariousness. The new 

social movements are expression of that. There has been a procession of labels that have appeared, 

disappeared, been updated and been recycled for half a century. But the New Politics of the right is also 

precarious even if that is in a different way. populist parties are more ready to compete in elections, but with 

results that are often up and down. The labels are more stable, but while they make brilliant progress in some 

elections, in others they go backwards just as much.

The sufferings of the old politics

What initially upset the Old Politics was perhaps the fierce criticism that it was subjected to. There were 

plenty of accusations levelled against it, depending on who was formulating them, but one was shared by all. 

The Old Politics was accused of having privatised politics and democracy, making them a source of private 

benefits and gains for its personnel. It is a old and well-known phenomenon. The entrepreneurs, who are 

already established on the market, tend to reject the ambitions of the outsiders. It happens in politics too. But 

it is possible that those who had been established were not expecting it this time, or that they had convinced 

themselves in good faith that party democracy was a sufficiently refined tool to ensure a regular exchange 

between politics and society.

In the post-war period, European politics had renewed itself substantially, with the recognition of full 

rights for parties and trade unions. These were considered to be the most appropriate instrument to stabilise 

a political landscape that had been in turmoil for three decades, as also to update the representative 

institutions and to promote an orderly renewal of political leadership. While the state was meant to look after 

ensuring full employment and reducing social and economic inequalities, parties and trade unions were 

expected on to give a shape to social conflict, to reorganise it and institutionalise it, promoting a 

broader participation of citizens in public life.

Social conflict was not reduced neither to an orderly electoral competition and nor to 

an animated but peaceful dialectic between the parties and in a parliament. But the Old 

Politics regarded itself nevertheless as the one having achieved nothing less than 

democracy. could it ever bear something that challenged no less than its democratic 

credentials without suffering? Not only had the Old Politics triggered an extraordinary 

period of economic and civil growth, but it had to be convinced in its mind of 

having satisfied the demands for change sufficiently. didn’t kennedy emerge 

from the Old Politics, like labour’s return to government in 1964 and the Spd’s 

victory in federal Germany in 1969?

The student mobilisation at the end of the 1960s as well as the workers’ 

mobilisation were a certain surprise, as also was the mobilisation against the 

Vietnam war in the uS, just when politics was focussed on the integration of the 

“coloured” population. The mobilisation for civil rights, the feminist one and the 

environmentalist one were neither unexpected. No one even anticipated either the 
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Scandinavian anti-tax mobilisation or the return of the extreme right in France and in Belgium.

The most obvious hypothesis is that the Old Politics had undervalued – and had remained unaware 

of – the fact that the political landscape had been locked up in the meantime. The action of disciplining 

and governing collective live led by parties and trade unions was necessarily selective. It was done at the 

expense of someone. But in a special way the Old Politics defended the positions that its professionals had 

acquired, using the resources made available by the public posts that it occupied for that purpose. The 

neophytes of the post-war period had become experienced political professionals. Maybe Old Politics 

didn’t realise that. But the situation was optimal for those who were interested in embarking on a political 

career, but found their way blocked by the Old Politics. denouncing privileges and, benefits of the latter 

was an excellent argument for the New Politics which started laying siege to it.

And this is how new entrepreneurs, new political firms and new political products appeared on the 

political marketplace, declaring the old products to be obsolete and feeding feelings of disappointment and 

new demands. For their part, the established political entrepreneurs rested on their laurels and looked after 

their voters less. Voter turnout began to fall, some of the electorate moved towards the new players that had 

entered the political market or preferred forms of political action carried out with different tools from the vote 

(and from signing up to parties) and in other locations: in factories, universities, hospitals and the districts of 

big cities.

The common denominator image that the New Politics had of Old Politics was, that it was closed, oligarchic, 

susceptible to vulgar compromises, beholden to economic power and perhaps even corrupt. on the left, especially 

those that someone will call “the reflexive middle class” later on, were calling for a democracy that was more 

open to citizens. on the right, a different tune was being played: less politics delegated to parties and trade 

unions, less State intervention, more market competition and more use of technical competences. But 

nevertheless a siege began, which, with ups and downs, is still going on.

The response of old politics

caught unawares by the criticisms, how did the Old Politics react? It opened up a bit in the 1970s but its 

reaction was one of total closure. rather than make politics more public, it was subsequently privatised. The 

strategy was determined by the Trilateral commission’s report on the state of democracy, which was published 

in 1975. This set out a theory on an “excess of democracy” and called on advanced democracies to on one 

hand, restrict the channels of communication between politics and society, and on the other to reduce 

opportunities for participation.

The strategy proposed by the Trilateral commission’s report was very reassuring for Old Politics as it 

legitimated its closure and even encouraged a further privatization of politics. In any case, the report inspired 

a real metamorphosis not just of the way democratic systems worked, but of the very idea of democracy. In 

the post-war period, the conventional wisdom was that democracy should be inclusive and ready to strike a 

balance between different interests. The report set out a managerial shift of democracy. The latter was about 

political stability and decision-making efficiency at the expense of representation and participation. This is a 

trend that is still going on so much, that few seem outraged that democratic regimes and their performances 

are assessed more by ratings agencies, markets, European commission or IMF experts than by voters.
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Also the adoption of measures of self-defence by the established political entrepreneurs has nothing 

original about it. It even happened to the socialist parties, whose leadership, once established, did not behave 

so differently from other parties. The shackles that current democratic regimes are subject to mean that they 

are not allowed to adopt open restrictive measures. Democracy cannot contradict itself. Changing the 

meaning and forms of it was therefore the most refined instrument of self-defence.

Social change (welfare had reduced social inequalities) and the developments of political 

technology (the massive use of the media) helped to facilitate and hide this development. Economic 

wellbeing had reduced the capacity of parties to gain the attention of citizens and to attract them towards 

participation. In turn, the media were a communication technique that was apparently more efficient and 

less wasteful than parties traditional militant communication. It is a fact the main effect of the transfor-

mations that have taken place in the parties has been to reduce democratic participation.

parties had to change anyway for the reasons explained earlier. But who could say that they would turn 

out the way they have? Who could have said that they should become ‘leadership oriented’ from being 

‘membership oriented’, no longer big associations open to citizens, but State institutions? Today, the parties 

are used to selecting candidates for elections and usually they are concerned more with occupying public 

posts than listening to the needs of voters or persuading themselves to participate.

public financing of parties has set the seal on this evolution. If subject to rigorous checking procedures, 

public financing is preferable to private financing, never granted out of pure kindness from this or that interest 

group. It is also preferable to divert public funds for the benefit of voters. But it is also true that – given that 

public financing is sufficient to avoid similar disadvantages – once financed by the State, the parties have even 

less need to pay attention to the citizens. They no longer depend on the financial contribution of citizens and 

can easily ignore them.

The second move is the reinterpretation of political competition and the democratic institutions. It is 

said today that it is the citizens who directly choose who will have to govern them. What was a feature of 

Anglo-Saxon democracies has largely spread to others. But majoritarian electoral regimes, in which voters 

determine who wins or loses, discourage the entrance of new players onto the political marketplace and 

reward those that are already in place. At the same time, the binary competition reduces the influence of the 

parties – and the parliament – to the benefit of the executive power. A complementary move has been the 

shift in decision-making responsibilities from elective politics not only for the benefit of independent 

authorities, which have grown in number, but also of supranational bodies such as the institutions of the Eu 

as well as towards the market.

But while this is how the established politicians have subsequently privatised the political sphere by 

restricting communication channels with society, there was parallel also a move. Through it a very effective 

defence has been mounted, albeit paradoxically, as it has been aiming at privatising also the political action 

of citizens. once the parties had been dis-activated, democratic regimes opened the door wider to civil 

society, seeing that as a sort of compensation. The new decision-making techniques – so-called ‘governance’ 

– recognise the associations of civil society and even include them in their decision-making groups. This is 

how a broader possibility is given both to such organisations and to individual citizens – to consumers for 

example – via court and independent authorities to be listened to, to set up following processes of deregulation 

and privatisation. however, the pressures exerted in this way are limited, and reserved to the ‘have’, the 

educated and middle class milieu.
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The protection of different interests, those of big swathes of the population, is therefore handed over 

to the generosity of the established politicians – or to their electoral calculations. Namely it is subject to 

pressures from the economic potentates who, once the competition from organised collective action has 

been reduced, have become more cogent. From the moment that they are no longer mobilising voters, 

the parties and politicians have few weapons to balance out the demands from economic potentates 

and the lobbies. A resounding example of this is the mishaps undergone in the healthcare 

reform promoted by the obama administration. Although the reform was relatively 

popular, the opposition of the lobbies who were against it and who had huge 

media capability, emptied it of a considerable amount of its innovative content. In 

the past, parties and mass trade unions would have mobilised their own 

followers: they would have gone on strike and paraded in the streets in 

support of the president’s proposals. This time it did not happen.

The last series of moves has finally been taken on, at the expense of the 

world of work, by the entrepreneurial world. This happened with the full 

approval of politics. Post-Fordism is the offspring of the new productive 

technologies, of the new forms of work organisation, and of delocalisation 

encouraged by globalisation. But it is politics, reconverted into a neoliberal 

doctrine, which has moved the previous support measures to national 

undertakings and has given up protecting employees. In Europe, in the name 

of free competition, it is politics which has revoked the previous State measures 

of protection of companies. Together with European industrial decline, the result has 

been a radical change in the sociological fabric of the workforce. The latter has been 

scattered, humiliated and discouraged from the old forms of political action.

Consequences 

The measures concerning the issue described above have had at least three effects. If their intention was 

to protect the Old Politics, the latter has certainly resisted the attacks from the New Politics. With the exception 

of Italy, where the politicians have applied measures of self-defence in an extremely clumsy way – and this 

helps to understand why Beppe Grillo can today give them cause for concern – the accentuated privatisation 

of Old Politics can be considered to have a been a successful manoeuvre.

The strategy of the Trilateral commission’s report was finalised to contain the New Politics of the left. The 

latter’s influence is currently limited to civil society. certainly new social movements can boast of clear results 

in the area of policies: were the wage successes and welfare measures of the 1970s not the effect of competition 

between conventional trade union organisations and new forms of workers’ mobilisation? And what about 

number of their issues, for instance: progress in civil society, such as greater equality between the sexes, 

divorce, the status of homosexual couples? And what about the limitation of the use of nuclear energy? But, 

at the moment, even if sometimes new aggressive and efficient as social movements appear, the issues that 

they deal with are local and partial ones. New social movements are not fully-fledged political players and 

usually rule themselves out of electoral competition.

The Trilateral commission’s report ignored the populist parties, which were still very marginal at that time. 
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In some cases, electoral rules have allowed them to establish themselves: in Austria, denmark, Italy and 

Switzerland. Sometimes they have even gone into government. In Italy, after the collapse of traditional parties, 

a borderline figure such as Berlusconi even become head of government for a decade with the support of the 

Northern league. In France, meanwhile, le pen reached the second round of the French presidential elections 

in 2001, but his party obtained a very modest presence in the National Assembly only in the last few months. 

Elsewhere, their presence is essentially marginal. overall, however, the Old Politics has 

resisted populists’ attacks. That is true even in Italy, where a part of the Old Politics 

has been recycled under the Berlusconi banner. Finally, it remains to be seen 

how far the populists have polluted common sense with their prejudices. 

Probably quite a lot.

Finally, regional parties have achieved significant political effects. The 

Vlaams Block has led Belgium to the brink of division. Scottish regionalism 

threatens the future of the united kingdom. catalan separatism has achieved 

very broad autonomy in the new democratic Spain. Nevertheless, the 

current financial crisis may suffocate Spanish federalism, which has shown 

itself to be too expensive and it is possible that even the federalist reforms 

introduced in Italy to absorb the secessionist leanings of the Northern 

league will suffer the same fate.

Even if the treatment has succeeded however it might have come about, 

it is doubtful that the Old Politics is in good health. There is an issue of half-baked 

measures here. unfettered privatisation has emasculated collective action and 

destroyed the independence of the Old Politics from economic potentates. It has 

weakened it, not without generating an uncomfortable atmosphere of ill feeling and 

mistrust around it, which is a reason for added frailty. To defend itself, Old Politics has paid a 

very high price.

Those most damaged have been the parties most in a position to generate collective action: the parties 

of the left. But the possibility of collective action promoted by the parties of the left was an indirect resource 

for the moderate and conservative parties too. At the same time, the inability of the Old Politics to satisfy the 

expectations of much of the population has consolidated its image of a closed shop of oligarchic and private 

owners, maintaining the attacks of the New Politics. This image finds a consensus point with the same 

economic potentates for whom the unpopularity of the Old Politics – and the weakening effects that it triggers 

– is extremely beneficial.

Therefore, the Old Politics has become the scapegoat onto which the responsibilities of all that does not 

work in the world are unloaded. half a century ago, one of the problems on the agenda was to control the 

spontaneous order of the free market in order to limit its devastating effects on society. Today the big issue 

seems to be the containment of politics. Is unemployment rising? Is economic growth stagnating? Is it most 

shared opinion that this is the fault of politics and not of economics and finance, which can boldly dictate 

new measures of depoliticisation.

In conclusion: hasn’t then the time come to rethink the choices of privatisation and exclusion that politics 

has taken on for over thirty years? how about if, rather than worrying about stopping Beppe Grillo with a new 

electoral rules, Italian politics were to open itself up a bit more to the citizens?
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Democratising Europe 
by Legitimising its‘ Actors

In the aftermath of the crisis there are two dominant ways of thinking about the immediate 

solutions. The first one is anchored in the infamous TINA (There Is No Alternative) and embodies a 

path towards further austerity. The second one is about putting in place safeguarding mechanisms, 

that would prevent the situation to repeat itself. The prominence among them belongs to the 

discourse implicitly leading to two unions (the eurozone and non-eurozone ones). commonalities 

of both approaches are that neither carries any hope that there would be a chance for an 

improvement of the current situation. Neither of them has been a result of a deliberative process 

including the participation of citizens and subsequently doesn’t carry sufficient democratic 

legitimacy. In fact they are profoundly dangerous to already challenged understanding of 

contemporary democracy. Maria BAdIA i cuTchET elaborates further on certain particular aspects 

of the crisis, as it has led to further disequilibrium between the worlds of politics and economy. 

Whilst calling for primacy of politics, she points out a need for fundamental reforms of both 

institutions and markets. richard corBETT adds that since there is a significant transposition of 

decisions onto the Eu level – there is a need for framing a pan-European democratic, transparent 

process. This is also a thesis of Vivien A. SchMIdT, who reasons that if progressives wish to make a 

pledge for “more Europe” they would firstly need to find ways to make it into “citizens’ Europe”.  
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“ The Emperor is Naked” 
Challenges and Answers  
for a Fairer Society

By Maria BADIA i CUTCHET 

In the recent years, serious economic and financial instability has disclosed institutional and political 

weaknesses. It brought new priorities into the agenda and speeded up deep social transformations. Indeed, 

there are great unavoidable challenges to be faced such as setting solid mechanisms for true economic 

governance, next to establishing new tools of political communication and engagement. European progressive 

family should prepare, should regain its courage and abide by its most profound convictions to reach out to 

citizens. It should focus on rallying social support and providing new innovative answers. 

State of play

The deep crisis, that has been affecting Europe during the last four years, has proven that there are many 

different malaises from which the welfare state society is suffering from. At the same time, there are also 

specific weaknesses of European institutions and European politics, which simply must be tackled. As it has 

been frequently repeated, the nature of the crisis is really a complex. All its elements are intertwined and 

mutually influence one another. And to this extent, it is plain to see that economic and financial turmoil has 

provoked dramatic and serious consequences for the practice of democracy, for the relationship between 

politics and citizens and, particularly, for the progressive social democratic forces.

There are many pieces of evidence of this concerning phenomenon: electoral participation is not longer 

seen as a sole robust element able to underpin democracy; neither European nor national politics are offering 

credible and effective answers to citizens’ problems; market has deployed its power without control at global 

level while governments were left aside; and governance on financial and economic spheres happens to be 

actually nonexistent. 
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In short, citizenship eventually discovered that “the emperor is naked” like in “The Emperor’s New Clothes” tale. 

In other words, the instruments that were meant to protect people have turned out to be powerless and useless. 

We find ourselves in a transition period. The old measures are not working anymore whereas the new ones are 

not ready yet, because we cannot deal with the challenges of the future with instruments from the past.

The economic dimension

It is clear and true that Europe’s economies, like all others, have been knocked off by the irresponsibility of 

the global financial sector. Nevertheless Europe had been already facing long-term decline. To this extent, 

imbalances between countries and within countries had been growing without control whereas poverty 

didn’t stop increasing. And even if it is certain that the rebalancing of global wealth share between the West 

and the emerging economies of the East and the South is part of the explanation, so is the passivity of the 

governments – even those led by social democratic parties – in defending the core principles of the European 

welfare state.

A lack of a strict equilibrium between public spending and fair taxation, together with an intangible 

concept of economic equality has brought the very well-known consequences: widening the gap 

between citizens and politics and diminishing trust in democracy by giving room to populism, 

xenophobia and herewith creating a big threat to the EU project.

last April in an article published by “El país”, Sigmar Gabriel, leader of the German Spd (Sozialdemokratische 

partei deutschlands), questioned whether the Eu institutions would be able to give a common answer to the 

financial and monetary crisis by implementing specific rules to put unbridled financial markets on a leash. Five 

months later, there is still genuine concern as there is a growing level of distrust among different Member 

States, which seem to be far more worried about market’s assessments of their national public actions than 

about the actual impacts of the specific requests made by Eu institutions. 

Sigmar Gabriel added that the era of radicalism of the markets and neo-liberalism is reaching its end and we 

are facing the ruins of its theories. But that being said, is Europe truly acting consequently?

To this extent, the Eu Member states, with slow shortsighted initiatives, have delayed an effective European 

common answer to pave the way out of the crisis. They have acted “too little, too late”. While market keeps on 

dictating a European and national reactive policy-making, the bold and innovative measures, which could 

help to control and mitigate the radicalism of the markets, arise in the agenda later than it would be desirable. 

Sometimes they are tempered in a way that may be lowering their effects. This is the faith of the most of the 

measures, which have been proposed by European progressive representatives, such as: strongly fighting tax 

fraud and eliminating tax havens, introducing a Financial Transaction Tax (FTT) or pushing for a European 

Banking union. All these initiatives are addressed to both counterbalance austerity measures and strengthen 

growth and job-creating efforts. 

In the meantime, the European Stability Mechanism (ESM), which should provide financial assistance to 

Eurozone members in distress, is still to be launched. It is to eventually replace the European Financial Stability 

Facility (EFSF) and the European Financial Stabilisation Mechanism (EFSM). Thus, even though ESM is meant to 

be an effective common resort to watch over Eurozone stability, it still cannot come into force due to technical 

obstacles and objections coming from Member States. 
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Anyway, what has been widely and repeatedly proven is that sticking only and 

devotedly to the rule of austerity is deeply harmful. That is the case both for the Eu 

common goal of boosting economic recovery, and for European most fundamental 

principle of solidarity and burden-sharing among its members.

All of this has been fueling a growing disappointment and detachment 

among citizens. Indeed, in such an atmosphere, any call to solidarity, hope 

or collective solutions finds itself before a deaf audience.

The political dimension

The situation described above has led to a deep dissatisfaction among 

citizens and their skepticism towards representative politics. And this is a 

feeling that particularly affects left-wing. It is a proven fact that a higher 

turnout normally results a bigger vote share for the progressive forces, while 

lower participation brings results in favour of the right wing. It is also true that the 

less people get involved into politics and take part in elections, the less representative 

and legitimated politics is. This is a real threat to democracy.

European elections’ results may shed some light to this highly worrying phenomenon. 

For the last elections to the European parliament (Ep) since 1994, turnout hasn’t stop decreasing 

(56,7% in 1994 (Eu-12); 49,5% in 1999 (Eu-15); 45,5% in 2004 (Eu-25) and 43% in 2009 (Eu-27)). For 

all these elections and according to turnout’s reduction, overall support to socialist and democrats parties 

kept on falling (from 35% in 1994 – when pES (party of European Socialists) group had Ep majority to 25% in 

2009). Therefore, it is very disturbing to notice that the wider the EU grows, the weaker EP supports turns 

out to be. At the same time, the greater European integration is, the less European politics and, most 

particularly, progressive parties succeed in gathering citizens’ support. 

The impact of ICTs

In the last years, political communication as a core issue for the relationship between politics and citizens 

has indeed suffered a great shift through the impact of technological breakthroughs. To this regard, traditional 

methods of mobilization and dissemination of information for political campaigns are experiencing a great 

transformation. As a result, the combination of new tools of communication – most particularly social 

networking – along with an increasingly segmented audience has triggered a profound and wide change of 

the arena where democracy takes place and on the practice of democracy itself. 

Furthermore, the new identity-based communities are now crucial identity-trigger in any political 

campaign. These communities give the chance to political parties to build a multi-layered approach that 

embraces the complexity through its different elements and inputs. This transfer to identity-based politics 

has also led to a shift in how political messages are communicated. 

It is no longer a one-way flow of information, which pieces are given from the governing institutions to the 

citizenship. There is rather a more participative process, in which the latter expect to truly being heard, involved 

and constantly updated, right from the beginning of the process when the policy is first drafted. To this extent, 
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it is worth remembering the spillover effect from uS recent political campaigns into 

European political ground. Internet-based political campaigns run first by howard 

dean in 2004 for democratic nomination and later, in 2008, by Barack obama, 

set a turning point in the use of information and commutation technologies 

(IcTs) to seek for actual political engagement and grassroots mobilization. 

In this regard, even though PES made a great effort during 2009 EP 

election campaign to get activists involved through the Internet and 

also the EU institutions are widening the use of Internet tools to 

enhance communication with EU citizens, deeper and bolder political 

and institutional initiatives using ICTs are yet to be developed. 

What to do? 

The social democrats’ answer 

Assuming the previous assessments, difficulties caused by the economic 

and financial crisis are increasing people’s distrust towards politics. And once 

again, all these difficulties have much more serious and deeper implications 

among the progressive voters than the conservative ones. It may be shocking 

indeed how quickly people forget about irresponsible banks and investment entities’ 

responsibility in the financial turmoil, turning quickly into blaming the overspending public 

sector for the crisis. It should be stressed that this attitude has been fueled by right-wing 

governments in order to legitimize their severe budget cut policies. Even though the countries which have 

been carrying out intensive public spending measures combined with a fair tax system – mainly led by 

progressive governments – are the ones that are now better prepared to face the crisis. 

Nevertheless, due to the strict current constrains imposed by markets, it is sometimes hard finding 

clear differences between the decisions taken by progressive governments and the measures taken by 

conservative ones. Even though proposals made by social democratic parties would undoubtedly stand for 

intensive public investments, once in government those initiatives are watered down by major financial and 

economic factors.

The mainstreaming neoliberal wave has had a serious influence over the last decades over some of the 

social democratic forces’, which have been turning towards the “centre” of the political ground. In this process, 

some progressive parties have fallen into the temptation to try to fulfill what the so called “swing voters” may 

have wanted rather than working hard to define solid political goals and projects. Such reactive politics have 

wounded the integrity of the progressive family. 

1. Political courage, conviction and new tools

Being confronted with a crisis situation, progressive parties must be prepared to speak out against injustice 

and intolerance, wherever it exists. They must speak up against populism. 

To this regard, they should also be combative recognizing and recalling their achievements and 

contributions to Eu social system and welfare building. Very often, what start out as groundbreaking policy 

initiatives – as Eu integration process and social policies’ development did – soon become accepted as status 

quo. however, those projects should be acknowledged as the actual result of political courage and progressive 
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willingness, as also of consequent leadership in defining and implementing robust social standards. Former 

president of European commission Jacques delors would be the leading example of such a brave attitude. 

Today, in order to indentify, define and implement ambitious standards and ensure citizens’ welfare, 

further efforts need to be done. Namely, there is a need for a greater coordination among the PES parties, 

as also among the EU progressive representatives and their counterparts working within the respective 

national parliaments. All of them rallied around the same project in order to set an easy and effective way of 

engaging citizens in a participative process to contribute at anytime to policy-making initiatives. That will help 

developing a multiplication network of voices down, starting from the local level up to Eu institutions.

2. Fundamental reforms in the financial market and in the International institutions

The main objective of these reforms has to be preventing future financial crisis. robust regulation and 

supervision must have two goals: to make financial markets be at service of the real economy and to ensure 

financial stability. 

The financial system has a weight five times bigger than the economic one. Banks have to get back to 

basics, being useful to people and business. The banking system must operate according to the same 

principles and systems of regulation and an integrated financial framework which minimizes bank failures and 

keeps citizens from paying for the reckless behavior of financial actors should be established.

In relation to setting better governance at global level, a strong international coalition is urgently needed. 

pascal lamy, director General of the World Trade organization (WTo), expressed that to build successful 

international governance, three essential elements are indispensable: leadership, efficiency and legitimacy. And these, 

should be stuck together. unfortunately, none of the international institutions currently meet these three 

qualities. Neither the united Nations (uN), nor the World Bank (WB) nor the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

would pass this test. Indeed, none of these institutions would be able to make decisive steps towards true 

global governance without leadership, efficiency and legitimacy. 

The progressive forces are facing difficult times, additionally exigent due to ongoing worldwide 

transformations. However, these challenges are there to be faced and the answers can only be found 

through the courage and progressive convictions of building a fairer society.
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Democracy beyond the State? 
The European Experiment

 By Richard CORBETT

Increased interdependence means that a growing number of problems cannot be adequately dealt 

with by national authorities alone – they require concerted international action at various levels. 

But traditional methods of international co-operation are slow, cumbersome and frequently opaque. They 

involve negotiations among officials and, later, ministers representing their countries. In most cases, nothing can 

be agreed without consensus – thus creating a bias towards weak, lowest common denominator agreements (if 

agreement is reached at all). When an agreement is reached, it is submitted, if at all, as a fait accompli to national 

parliaments on a take-it-or-leave-it basis. doubts about whether every signatory will ratify plague the 

implementation of such agreements. Even if they do, there are constant questions about whether countries are 

applying them in good faith, and usually the procedures for verifying that and settling any differences are weak, 

if they exist at all. The quality of democracy on such issues is low. Such are the working methods of most 

international organisations and of the G8 and G20 and countless other structures.

The European Union (EU) is different 
to a significant degree:

•	 	It is not always constrained to the lowest common denominator, as many (though by no means all) 

decisions can be taken by a qualified majority vote among the Member States in the council – an ability 

to outvote a small minority that, even when no vote takes place, puts pressure on them to compromise 

rather than lose, thereby avoiding the lowest common denominator. 

•	 	There is an elected parliament, directly representing citizens and bringing into the decision taking process 

a pluralistic representation of both governing and opposition parties in each country. Its approval is 

necessary for almost all legislation, the budget and international agreements entered into by the Eu.
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•	 Eu decisions have legally binding force within the legal systems of the Member States. 

•	 There is a common court to settle different interpretations of what has been agreed. 

•	 It has safeguards to ensure that it respects fundamental rights. 

•	 decisions on legislation are taken in public.

•	 	Its administration comes under the authority of executive commissioners who are politically accountable 

to the elected parliament. 

•	 	It has more developed mechanisms than any other international structure for informing, and involving, 

national parliaments.

The Eu’s basic rule-book is set out in the treaties, agreed and ratified by every Member State. They lay 

down its field of competence, the powers of its institutions, how to elect or appoint people to those 

institutions, and the details of its decision-making procedures. In that sense, they constitute a de facto 

constitution. But, an attempt to re-write those treaties and formally label them as a ‘constitution’ was rejected 

in two Member States, in part because of reticence to the idea of the Eu being a state-like federation. opinions 

diverge as to what the nature of the Eu should be and therefore also on how far its democratic accountability 

should flow through democratically chosen governments in each county or through the directly elected 

European parliament. 

The answer that has been developed to that last point is both: it is not a question of whether national 

governments or the European Parliament best represent EU citizens: both do – and it is this “dual 

legitimacy” (with the Council and the European Parliament constituting a bicameral legislature) that 

sustains the EU’s claim to be democratic. That is why the Treaty on European union says: 

1. The functioning of the union shall be founded on representative democracy.

2.  citizens are directly represented at union level in the European parliament. Member States are represented 

in the European council by their heads of State or Government and in the council by their governments, 

themselves democratically accountable either to their national parliaments, or to their citizens. [parts 1 & 

2 of Art 10 TEu]

So, can we therefore say that the Eu not only forms a union of demo-

cratic states, but “also constitutes a democracy of its own”.

There are several common criticisms of the Eu in general and of its 

democratic credentials in particular. Some can be dismissed, some have an 

element of truth but are difficult to change, while others show that there is 

room for improvement.

First, can democracy work at all on an international basis? Some argue 

that democracy can only work when there is a demos, that is, a common 

feeling of belonging to the same community, speaking the same language, tuning into the same media and 

having a shared past and similar expectations about behaviour and values. others argue that this view of 

democracy is tribalist and point out that if speaking a common language is a requirement, then Switzerland, 

India, canada, South Africa and many others can never be categorised as democratic. But surely the key point is 

that, as some decisions are taken at European level (and need to be), it should done be in as transparent, 

accountable and democratic a way as possible. 

As some decisions 
are taken at European 
level (and need to be), 
it should be done in 
as transparent, 
accountable and 
democratic a way 
as possible. 
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Second, the Eu does not operate by simple majoritarian rule. The adoption of legislation by a qualified 

majority vote in the council may indeed achieve more than the lowest common denominator consensus that 

applies in traditional international organisations, but it still requires a hefty majority: at least 62% (and soon 65%) 

of the represented population in the council. Even in the parliament, MEps do not represent citizens equally, as 

the ratio of MEp to population is considerably lower in the smaller Member States – a point highlighted by the 

German constitutional court in its 2009 ruling on the lisbon Treaty in which it held that, for that very reason, the 

Ep could not be compared to a parliament representing a single people (though this is actually not unknown in 

national contexts either). 

But above all, it is those areas in which Member States transfer competence to the Eu, but still require unanimity 

in the council to take any decisions, where all the old limitations of traditional international cooperation can still 

be found. Maybe not to the same degree – being embedded in the Eu’s framework has engendered habits of 

cooperation and it offers opportunities (and necessities) to compromise in a way that are not always found in 

international organisations. At the highest level – the meetings of the Eu’s strategic body, the European council, 

there is huge pressure on all to find consensus. Nonetheless, in these areas, lowest common denominator decision-

taking is far more common. decisions are slower, subject to less input from the elected parliament and sometimes 

even require lengthy ratification which can lead to situations in which the least engaged Member State can 

dictate policy to the overwhelming majority. Widening the field of majority voting would be helpful, but it 

requires unanimous national ratification. It was done with each every one of the last few treaties (SEA, 

Maastricht, Nice, Amsterdam, Lisbon), but the scope for a further extension looks limited at the moment.

Third, the Ep is sometimes held to be inadequate because electoral turnout is lower than for national 

parliamentary elections. participation in the most recent Ep elections was around 43%. By one view, it is normal 

that turn-out is lower than for national parliamentary elections in European countries – less is at stake. But it has 

also fallen – by around 20% points over a 30 year period. This decline (accentuated by the accession of new 

member states, several of whom have a low turnout in all elections) is actually no greater than the decline in 

turnout in national parliamentary elections in several countries. declining participation is a challenge for 

democracy at all levels, not peculiar to the European level, even if it does have special features. And participation 

is about the same as for mid-term uS congress elections – whose democratic legitimacy is rarely challenged.

Even on a low turn-out, European elections do result in all the main strands of public opinion being 

represented in the Ep. A transnational parliament highlights that most policy choices at European level have 

political, not national, dividing lines, with the different sides of an argument present inside every Member State. 

MEps come from parties of the left and of the right and even some parties who are opposed to the very existence 

of the Eu. The Parliament thus enhances pluralism and ensures that the EU decisions are not taken 

exclusively by ministers, diplomats and bureaucrats. But above all, it highlights the fact that the true 

choices are political not national. 

Fourth, democratic choice of the executive is not visible in the way that citizens are used to in a national 

context. Neither by direct election nor through parliamentary elections does the electorate determine the 

political composition of the executive – or at least, it does so only in a roundabout way. 

The union’s day-to-day executive is the commission. It is not a particularly strong executive. Its field of 

responsibility is limited, it cannot automatically count the support of the legislature and it is somewhat 

overshadowed by the European council – the Eu’s strategic body on which the commission president sits 

alongside the heads of state or government of the Member States, and whose own president plays a crucial role. 
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(Some academics describe the European council as a collective presidency in a semi-presidential system.) 

Nonetheless, the commission is in charge of the Eu’s main administration, has the sole right to make proposals 

for new legislation, executes the budget, implements what has been agreed and verifies that Member States are 

complying with their obligations. 

of course, the view that the commission is “unelected”, unlike national governments who are, is bit simplistic. 

The uk government, for example, is not elected by the people: it is appointed by the head of State (an unelected 

one at that), but crucially it must enjoy the confidence of the directly elected house of commons. Similarly, the 

European commission must enjoy the confidence of the European parliament. The Ep always had the right to 

dismiss the commission. It later acquired the right to approve the appointment of the commission. The grilling 

that candidate commissioners receive from Ep committees at their confirmation hearings prior to their 

appointment goes well beyond what national ministers experience in most European countries.

despite this, few citizens would consider the commission to have an elected mandate. They might if the 

college of commissioners were composed to reflect a majority party or, more likely, a majority coalition, in the 

Ep. yet a commission thus composed is unlikely in the short to medium term: most governments still want to 

nominate the commissioner from their country. 

What will now change is the vote on the president of the commission. The lisbon Treaty provides for the 

‘election’ of the president of the commission by the parliament. This vote is, as before, on a proposal of the 

European council but the latter must ‘take into account the results of the European elections’ in making its 

nomination. This provision potentially makes the nomination similar to that of a head of State choosing a 

candidate prime Minister who is capable of securing a parliamentary majority .

Crucially, the main European political parties have in principle decided to nominate their candidates 

for Commission President ahead of the European election campaign. The choice of the Commission 

President should become one of the key issues of the elections.

In practice, it is unlikely that any single party will win a majority of seats in the Ep. Some bargaining and 

coalition forming will remain the most likely scenario, with the largest party in pole position. But this 

kind of negotiation also occurs at national level in most Member States. The spectacularly direct 

link between the outcome of a parliamentary election and the designation of a prime Minister 

seen (usually) in the uk is the exception rather than the norm. But the outcome even in, say, 

the Netherlands is that the public sees that the executive – usually consisting of a coalition 

of parties – that (eventually) emerges is connected to the election and reflects its pattern 

of votes. 

If this outcome becomes established at the Eu level over the next few years, it 

will happen only as regards the head of the Eu’s day-to-day executive: the 

commission’s president. Given the involvement of (politically different) national 

governments in nominating the remaining commissioners, the commission as a 

whole will continue to be a ‘coalition’ in political terms (the second Barroso 

commission contained 13 Epp, 8 liberals and 6 Socialists – the most right wing 

composition in living memory). But the visibility of the president’s role, the mandate 

he/she will receive, and the internal powers within the commission that the president 

now has, make the choice highly significant.
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For all this to function effectively, a practical need exists for a more visible and functioning system of political 

parties. European parties have evolved as federations of national parties. Their development has been gradual 

and is still rather limited. But the main parties are adopting common policies in a growing number of areas. They 

organise regular congresses composed of delegates from the respective national parties and involving their Ep 

Group. Their leaders hold ‘summits’ (often prior to European council meetings) of party members in the 

commission, Ep and heads of government. They adopt common manifestoes for European elections. 

Choosing candidates for President of the Commission will galvanise these parties still further. It will 

involve their own membership in the selection of a candidate. It will gain media attention. It will provide 

a face to complement the policy manifesto. It will make political choice at transnational level more 

visible.

To conclude, the Eu has many of the elements necessary for democracy to function beyond the level of 

state. decision taking by majority in a sufficiently wide field, a directly elected parliament and an executive that 

is dependent on the parliament’s confidence, the head of which is elected by parliament, are all crucial ingredients. 

Much of it functions already – not least the political (rather than national) dividing lines in the parliament.

An important extra ingredient would be to make the European parliamentary elections a visible choice 

affecting not just the balance in the parliament, but the head of Europe’s executive branch. It needs no treaty 

change. A small step for a party, a big step for democracy.

Richard Corbett is a Special Advisor to herman Van rompuy, president of the European council, on 
political and institutional questions.
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university. he worked in the voluntary sector and as a civil servant

References
Corbett, R. (2012) The Evolving Roles of the European Parliament and of National Parliaments [in] EU Law after 

Lisbon by p. Eeckhout, A. Biondi & S. ripley, oxford university press

Corbett, R. (2012) Democracy in the European Union [in] The European Union: How Does it Work? (3rd ed) with  
E. Bomberg & J. peterson, oxford university press



63

Democracy in the EU:
the Building-Blocks for a fully 
Democratic Future

By Vivien A. SCHMIDT 

As the Eurozone crisis has worsened, calls for deeper economic integration have proliferated. Most agree 

that adopting any of the many proposed economic innovations must be accompanied by greater political 

integration of the European union. But what would this mean?

German chancellor Angela Merkel has called for “deeper political union.” But does she intend by this only 

more “fiscal compacts” agreed by the European council? German opposition leader Sigmar Gabriel instead 

has proposed greater political integration through more citizen-focused democracy at the Eu level.1 But how 

would this be done? And how would this square with the absence of a European demos and the rising tide of 

Euro-skeptics and euro-critics intent on protecting their national democracies from Eu encroachment? 

Institutions and institutional rules are also in question. The eurozone crisis has further enhanced the 

intergovernmental decision-making powers of the council. Should or could this be re-equilibrated by 

increasing the legislative powers and oversight of the European parliament? or by increasing the political 

legitimacy of the commission? But how can the Eu manage to move forward in any event, given the unanimity 

rule still in place requiring agreement of all twenty-seven members? But with or without this, how will the Eu 

deal with its increasingly variable geometry?

Finally, even if a workable deeper political integration could be devised would European leaders be able 

to come up with sufficiently persuasive narratives and visions to convince Eu citizens that any of this was 

worth trying out? In short, how can the Eu democratize its institutions, rethink its organization and rules, and 

galvanize its citizens?

1 Die Welt, August 3, 2012.
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Democratizing institutions:  
can the EU politicize so as to legitimize?

With the ever-worsening Eurozone crisis has come more intergovernmentalism. While the European 

council decides, the European parliament is largely sidelined, and the European commission – its enhanced 

role in vetting national budgets notwithstanding – has become little more than a secretariat. This has 

unbalanced the Eu’s ‘democratic’ settlement, in which successive treaties have sought to maintain equilibrium 

among all three institutions, even as their powers have been increased along with their legitimacy. But so 

what? Many assume, including former president Sarkozy,2 that the decisions resulting from member-state 

leaders’ negotiations in the council are the most legitimate, in particular because the leaders indirectly 

represent their national electorates.

What this fails to recognize is that leaving the bulk of decision-making to the intergovernmentalism of the 

European council and Eu Summits – however crucial it may appear in the heat of the crisis – is actually the 

least democratic of processes. Intergovernmentalism on its own gives those leaders with the greatest 

bargaining power because from the most economically powerful countries – read Germany – an undemocratic 

advantage in the closed door negotiating sessions of the council. That ‘ordo-liberal’ policies (read neo-liberal 

plus rules) dominate the Eurozone, and that a “culture of Stability” has predominated even as the Eurozone 

has slid into recession and worse, are testimony in no small measure to the power of one country in the 

intergovernmental decision-making process.3 

In crisis mode, the Eu council’s intergovernmental rule tends to preclude the participation of the only 

directly elected body in the Eu, the European parliament, and thereby the debates that might serve to amend 

and/or legitimize the policies negotiated behind closed doors. Moreover, council crisis-decisions have 

straightjacketed the commission with regard to Eurozone governance, despite its enhanced responsibilities 

with the “European Semester”, by imposing one-size-fits-all numerical targets and largely automatic rules for 

the Eurozone. While some might applaud such restraints on commission autonomy, what this really does is to 

make any real “economic governance“ by the commission difficult, such as to tailor policies to the different 

problems confronting member-states’ differing political economies.

So how can the balance of Eu democratic legitimacy be redressed? And how would more democracy be 

institutionalized? Through an elected European president – of the council or the commission? By shifting the 

balance toward the European parliament? By allowing more discretion to a re-empowered commission? 

The election of the council president via universal suffrage, as German Finance Minister Wolfgang 

Schäuble has recently suggested, would certainly appear to confer the greatest legitimacy on the council 

while bringing the Eu closer to the people.4 But it is premature. The danger in the short term is that in the 

absence of a mature European citizenry with a common sense of identity as a “demos”, the election 

becomes a plebiscite, with the winning candidate the one with the greatest name recognition – a pop 

star, a football hero – who would win over less colorful but more competent and seasoned politicians.5 

2 Clearly stated in his Toulon speech in December 2011.
3  On ordo-liberalism, see: S. Dullien & U. Guérot, The Long Shadow of Ordo-Liberalism, European Council on Foreign Relations Policy Brief ECFR 49, Feburary 

2012. 
4  Evoked in his Charlemagne prize speech in May 2012. See also: D. Marquand, The End of the West: The Once and Future Europe Princeton and Oxford: 

Princeton University Press, 2011, p. 137.
5  In a recent essay that suggests alternative scenarios for the future of the EU in 2020, I jokingly suggest that in a future dystopiEU the winning candidate 

would be David Beckham. See: V. A. Schmidt, Can the EU Bicycle turn into a Jet Plane by 2020? Two Pathways for Europe, [in:] German Marshall Fund 
EuroFuture Series, forthcoming Sept. 2012.
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Moreover, without any thought to the powers the Council President would exercise, having the legitimacy 

of popular election would either give that person too little power, assuming the job remains as it is 

currently constituted, as organizer of meetings and broker of compromise among the EU-27 leaders, or 

too much power. 

how would a council president elected by ‘all the people’ interact with twenty-seven member-state 

leaders elected by only ‘some of the people’? Is it not likely that the election by universal suffrage of the council 

president, far from increasing the intergovernmental power of the member-states, as some member-state 

leaders might think, would situate greater legitimacy and the power to impose on the directly elected council 

president. Finally, however the power game would work out within the council, such an election would seem 

to consecrate the “European union Method” (as kanzler Angela Merkel approvingly called it in her speech in 

Bruges in November 2010), giving decision-making initiative and power to the European council and thereby 

further eclipsing the ‘community Method’ of joint decision between the council, parliament, and commission. 

By contrast, the election of the Commission President via European Parliamentary elections – the 

preference of major EP party groupings for the EP 2014 elections – might work to the advantage of all 

institutions.6 In the scenario envisaged, each main European party grouping would name its candidate 

for Commission President, set out a party platform, and then campaign in member-state after member-

state, debating with the candidates from other European parties about their visions for how to solve the 

crisis. This could be enhanced were national parties to name potential Commission candidates to head 

their party lists, thereby enabling national electorates to put a national face on the EU campaign, and get 

the chance to elect their Commissioner. This would have the added value of encouraging top national 

politicians to run for the Ep, and then to serve as commissioners. The leader of the winning party would 

naturally be named president of the commission by the council, while that president could then apportion 

the commission portfolios in line with the winning majority coalition, naming commission members in 

consultation with the council on the basis of their talents (and not only their nationality – further encouragement 

for quality candidates from the member-states). 

This alternative would help rebalance the Eu system by giving the parliament along with the commission 

president greater democratic legitimacy, at the same time that it would make the commission more 

accountable to the Ep. But most importantly, the elections themselves would help bring real (left/right) 

political debate back into the Eu policymaking process, thereby spurring citizen interest, and thereby help 

gradually to politicize the Eu.7 

Eu decision-making has long appeared to be “policy without politics”,8 as member-state leaders eschew 

the language of the left or the right when speaking of their national interests while the Eu commission uses 

the language of technocracy. But as has become increasingly obvious, Eurozone policies are in fact highly 

political – and largely conservative. The policies of “fiscal consolidation” have become much more recognizable 

as “politics” since more progressive ideas focused on growth have been brought into the debate, in particular 

with the election of president François hollande. This has had the advantage of revealing that politics also 

exists in the council. But it is Eu politics at the mercy – and the calendar – of national politics. 

6 It was originally proposed by conservative party leaders for the 2009 elections, and taken up more recently also by Social Democratic party leaders.
7  For a persuasive argument for why the EU should be politicized along similar lines, see: S. Hix, What’s Wrong with the European Union and How to Fix It, 

Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008.
8  V. A. Schmidt, Democracy in Europe, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2006. The flip side of this, at the national level, has been ‘politics without policy’, as 

policy initiation and decision in increasing numbers of sectors have moved up to the EU level.
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One danger with the politicization of EP elections for Commission President is if the heads of national 

party lists who are potential Commissioners were to see their role to be one of representing their national 

constituencies’ interests – as if they were US senators – rather than as future Ministers charged to carry 

out their functions without regard to their national origins, as Commissioners have done traditionally. 

here, much would depend upon the ways in which national campaigns by the heads of national party lists 

were waged, as well as how the presidential candidates defined their political agendas. Best would be if their 

discourse centered on indicating the left/right political orientation with which they would implement existing 

policies or propose new policies to the benefit of the Eu as a whole. The Ep elections more generally need to 

try to keep within the tradition of the European parliament of focusing on issues of the public interest – but 

now debated with a clearer left/right orientation so as to connect with European citizens. The main difficulty 

with any of this, in particular for the left, is how to find common ground for a party platform, in particular in 

light of the Eurozone crisis, given the divisions between social democratic parties from the North vs. the 

South, or East vs. West, let alone those under Troika dictates vs. those not. 

As for the commission itself, the election of its president and commissioners would increase its legitimacy 

as initiator and implementer of Eu legislation at the same time that it would also tie it more closely to the Ep, 

thereby making it more accountable to it. currently, the commission has already increased its powers, the 

result of the crisis management duties conferred on it by intergovernmental decisions of the council. But it 

has lost administrative discretion given how narrowly the council has defined the rules it is to apply. With 

greater representative legitimacy, the commission would be able to legitimately exercise more flexibility 

when implementing council policies and to tailor them better to the differing economic growth models of 

the member-states. That flexibility, however, would not replicate the kind of technocratic autonomy it wields 

today, since it would be more directly linked to the Ep and its campaign promises. For example, were the Ep 

elections to result in a progressive majority, the commission would have the political legitimacy to reorient 

Eu policies in ways that conform to its electoral mandate, much as any national elected government does 

with existing laws and policies.9 

Beyond purely Eu level institutional reforms, opening up additional avenues of communication between 

Eu and national levels would also help to promote democratic legitimacy. The Ep could develop more direct 

links with national parliaments through everyday working relationships between the Ep and the national 

parliaments’ European affairs committees, between specialized national parliamentary committees with their 

Eu level counterparts, and by holding a yearly Eu/national parliamentary assembly, the last of which is 

anticipated in the lisbon Treaty. Moreover, the council itself could increase its own indirect representativeness 

were the member-state governments to create new, more direct channels of communication, ministry by 

ministry, for their citizens to express their opinions on national government positions on the Eu matters. 

A final question regarding the Eu’s institutional democratization: Would this increasing politicization of all 

three legislative entities of the Eu cause paralysis? No more nor less than there has always been. The Eu has 

been able to move forward as a result of its culture of cooperation and consensus – this politicization will 

simply bring out into the open the politics that has always been there, and in so doing ensure that Eu policies 

are debated and legitimized on political and not just technocratic grounds. The Eu would work like most Eu 

parliamentary democracies with proportional representation systems, in particular ones with ‘grand coalitions’ 

in which accommodation and compromise are the modus vivendi. Think German grand coalitions – not the 

9  Note that a politicized Commission need not undermine the apolitical and technocratic nature of the Commission’s civil service, from the Director Generals 
on down. 
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uk’s majoritarian ‘elective dictatorship’ – in which, after the competitive election 

period, cooperation and consensus building are the order of the day.

Rethinking the organization and rules:  
thinking of the EU as ‘Region-State’

If the Eu’s institutions were to become more democratic, what would such a 

politicized union look like? how would it work? As a “federal superstate”, because 

any increase in Eurozone democracy has to occur within a larger Eu democratization 

process? As a ‘hard core’ with a fuzzy ‘periphery’ that results in a “two-speed” 

Europe, if the Eurozone were to go ahead without the rest of the Eu?10 or is the Eu 

to become a loose ‘à la carte’ agglomeration of states opting in and out at will? 

There is an alternative way to think about the Eu that gets beyond these differences in 

organization as well as the widening versus deepening debate that has long pitted those 

who prefer to think about the Eu as an ever expanding economic community from those 

who think of it as a soon-to-be delimited political community. Rather than expecting (or 

fearing) that the EU will become a supranational ‘federal state,’ we would do better to think of 

the EU as already a “region-state.”11 The EU is a regional union of nation-states in which its nation-

state members have over the years become ‘member-states,’ while the EU itself has gained significant 

state-like qualities. 

In the Eu’s region-state, political integration is necessarily looser than in any federal state because based 

on a multi-speed, variable-boundary union. This is neither a two-speed Europe nor a core Europe with 

concentric circles around it, or even core vs. periphery. rather, it is a Europe of many over-lapping policy 

communities or ‘clubs’ – as david Miliband has called it12 – with overlapping memberships in which different 

policy communities have different rules and different degrees of integration for their members. We see this 

today in the differing memberships in, for example, the Eurozone, Schengen, and the European defense and 

Security policy. The chances for even greater differentiation are increased by the principle of ‘enhanced 

cooperation’ in the lisbon Treaty. While the Single Market will remain the ‘community of communities’ or 

‘club of clubs’ to which all member-states belong, it is likely to become more workable through enhanced 

cooperation in those areas where the push toward greater convergence has come up against citizens’ deeply 

held commitments to very different kinds of welfare states, in particular as it affects labor markets and social 

services. This is where new ‘cooperation zones’ could flourish, whether to enhance labor mobility or to 

Europeanize public service provision. 

With all this variable geometry, some might think that the region-state is really Europe à la carte. But this 

fails to deal with the fact that a significant ‘soft’ core of members remains part of all the overlapping 

communities. differentiated Europe, in other words, is not centrifugal Europe. Much the contrary, since it can 

ensure the union’s continued power of attraction not only for countries within the geographical boundaries 

10  For “two-speed Europe” see the proposal put forth by Jean-Claude Piris, The Future of Europe: Towards a Two-Speed EU?, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press (2012).

11  V. A. Schmidt, The European Union: Democratic Legitimacy in a Regional State?, [in:] Journal of Common Market Studies vol. 42, no. 4 (2004): 975-999; 
Schmidt, Democracy in Europe, Ch. 1.

12 Talk at Harvard’s Center for European Studies, April 3, 2012.
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of Europe but also for those outside – not only Norway, Switzerland, Iceland, and the Balkans, but also Turkey, 

Georgia, and the ukraine. For these countries, however instead of the long-standing ‘in’ or ‘out’ of membership, 

the Eu could institute a system of graduated membership, in which participation in particular policy 

communities is allowed even before full membership is considered, so long as such ‘graduated’ members are 

democracies that respect the rule of law, have a free market, and are committed to joining the Single Market. 

once this is established, every time ‘graduated’ members close a chapter in the accession process, they should 

have the right to speak and even vote – making ultimate membership once all chapters are closed a non-issue 

while ensuring that their participation is democratically legitimated through their voice and vote.13

By the same token, however, member-states should no longer be able to block agreements where 

unanimity is required, via a single country’s veto. Ironically, uk prime Minister cameron’s veto in december 

2011 of the ‘Fiscal compact’ may very well have inadvertently put an end once and for all to the notion that 

one or two member-states could force the Eu to delay, dilute, or abandon initiatives that they feel compelling. 

What is required instead, and most likely to occur from now on, even if not formalized by treaty change, is 

supermajorities made up of fourth-fifths or more of members plus opt-outs. Notably, this is not the same as 

qualified majority voting, since sovereignty is at issue and the policy cannot be imposed on the dissenting 

member-state(s). rather, the member-state(s) would be given the option to withdraw from the discussions 

and opt-out of the initiative – assuming, of course, that the opt-out did not deleteriously affect the proper 

implementation of the initiative. Where it did, ways would need to be found to accommodate the member-

state while ensuring the proper operation of the directive.

But where is leadership, then, in this regional state with differentiated community membership? In the 

council, rather than the extreme intergovernmentalism of the Franco-German couple, the Eu is likely to 

develop shifting leadership groups, depending upon the area (e.g., defense with the uk, France, and poland; 

the environment mainly Scandinavia; and the eurozone, France, Germany, and Italy). In such a system, an 

elected president of the council would be a non-starter, unless this were to be a figurehead symbolic of the 

Eu’s region-state – arguably a kind of holy roman Emperor tasked with soothing mumblings about the Eu 

narrative. By contrast, a president of the commission who emerged as head of the majority in Ep elections, 

with elected commissioners from each of the member-states, would be able to preside over the Eu’s many 

different communities in their multiple varieties, providing some modest left or right political orientation to 

policy while assuring they fulfilled the purposes agreed by the member-states in the ‘community’ councils 

and were compatible with the politics of the majority coalition in the Ep.

Galvanizing European citizens: 
a good or a bad idea?

only one major question remains: however democratized the Eu region-state becomes, will the citizens 

buy in? citizen disenchantment with the Eu, after all, is not just testimony to the fact that ‘it’s the economy, 

stupid’. It is also that citizens feel that they have even less say than in the past over the decisions that affect 

them the most. This is especially true for citizens of member states that have had to submit to the Eu’s “tough 

love”, including: latvia, romania, and hungary beginning in 2008-2009, and Greece, Ireland, and portugal 

beginning in 2010-2011.

13  See: V. A. Schmidt, Re-Envisioning the European Union: Identity, Democracy, Economy, [in:] Journal of Common Market Studies, vol. 47 (2009): 17-42.
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What has become clear is that this kind of ‘economic solidarity,’ absent any social solidarity and without 

any end in sight, can have politically disastrous consequences. The anti-democratic governments in hungary 

and romania – countries under Troika orders for over four years now – could be a harbinger of things to come. 

In Greece, the success of a proto-fascist party on the right (Golden dawn) and a radical socialist party on the 

left (Syriza) in the first round of legislative elections was a worrisome sign, even if it didn’t play itself out in the 

second round.

This raises the question of whether democratizing the Eu any further is a good idea in the absence of a 

European demos and diminishing feelings of common identity or trust among European citizens. Note that 

even before the onset of the Eurozone crisis scholars had discovered cross cutting cleavages that added pro- 

and anti-European divisions to the normal left/right party divide, plus an increasing divide between an open, 

more cosmopolitan idea of Europe and a closed, more xenophobic view.14 With the Eurozone crisis, these 

trends have if anything increased. They are epitomized not just by the name-calling between Germans and 

Greeks but also by the Finns demanding collateral from Greece for their participation in the loan bailout, and 

Slovakia’s initial refusal even to participate. If the Euro-skeptics, let alone the anti-Europe extremes, increase in 

influence in the course of the crisis, how sensible or workable would be the legislating of more ‘democracy’? 

The Ep elections of the commission president could themselves become a losing gamble were they to 

remain what they have long been, second-order affairs of little interest to citizens. The gamble would be lost 

entirely, however, were the only interest to come from the political extremes, leaving the Ep with a thinning 

center hemmed in by extremists of the right and left. under these circumstances, such elections would 

politicize only to delegitimize the commission and the Ep. 

leaving aside the principal political economic challenge, which is 

how to solve the Eurozone crisis, the main political challenge for Eu 

leaders is how to craft a political discourse that legitimizes the deeper 

political integration that any such solution entails. Eu leaders require a 

narrative to help build a sense of European identity and solidarity as it 

seeks to legitimize ‘more Europe’ to the citizens of Europe. This is not as 

difficult as it might appear. For one, the lack of a single European demos is 

not an insurmountable problem once we acknowledge that the Eu will 

not be a future nation-state but rather something very different that does 

not submerge the national identities of its citizens. This means that we 

need to think about how the “people” of the Eu may build identity,15 or the ‘demoi,’ a demoicracy.16 As habermas 

has argued, identity depends not just on citizens’ sense of belonging to a community but also on their active 

political citizenship, which itself entails not just participating in politics (e.g., by voting), but also deliberating 

about what they are and should be doing.17 For the Eu region-state, voting in first-order Ep elections for the 

commission president would be one aspect of the identity-building process. The other would be making the 

Eu part of national discourse, debate, deliberation, and, yes, contestation – but in a positive way. 

The problem for the moment is that from the Eu level, citizens mostly hear pronouncements emanating 

14  L. Hooghe & G. Marks, A Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration, [in:] British Journal of Political Science, 39 (1) 2009: 1-23; H. Kriesi, E. Grande, & R. 
Lachat, West European Politics in the Age of Globalization Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008. 

15 Th. Risse, A Community of Europeans?, Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 2010.
16  K. Nicolaïdis, The Idea of European Demoicracy., [in:], Philosophical Foundations of EU Law, J. Dickson & P. Eleftheriasis , Oxford: Oxford University Press 

(forthcoming).
17 J. Habermas, Between Facts and Norms Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996.
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from the council by their own member-state leaders, who emerge from their 

meetings saying one thing to their national media, another to the international 

press, often speaking about the ‘red-lines’ they have drawn in the sand – that 

shift with every new agreement. What they ought to do, at a very minimum, 

is to provide more objective assessments of the situation. As Monti has 

noted with regard to the Eurozone crisis, but which applies more generally, 

“It is the utmost duty of national leaders to explain to their people Europe’s true 

situation and not to give in to old prejudices.” 

Beyond simply telling the truth, Eu leaders would need to articulate 

new visions for a more deeply integrated Europe along with new narratives 

about the Eurozone crisis. These would need to go beyond national 

storylines to create a new Eu vision with narratives that emphasize, say, Eu 

‘prosperity through solidarity,’ while articulating a new political economic 

paradigm that works. Any such new set of ideas, conveyed through real debates 

in the Ep elections for a commission president that outline the left/right 

consequences of the opposing paradigms, together with an improving economy, 

might even serve to neutralize the political extremes.

Conclusion 

As a result of the Eurozone crisis, the Eu has come to a crossroads. The Eu’s democratic deficit, seemingly 

put to rest with the lisbon Treaty, has come back with a vengeance, along with increasing political volatility. 

But how would the Eu increase its democratic legitimacy, then? 

legitimacy is best considered in terms of three mechanisms: ‘output’ legitimacy depends upon policies 

that work; ‘input’ legitimacy, on extensive citizen participation and effective elite-citizen communication; and 

‘throughput’ legitimacy, on governance processes carried out with efficacy that are open, accessible, and 

transparent.18 The question for the EU is therefore not only whether it can get the economics right – 

thereby ensuring more ‘output’ legitimacy – but whether it can get the politics right – by providing 

greater ‘input’ legitimacy through new democratic avenues of citizen participation and better 

communication by political elites. But it would also need to generate greater ‘throughput’ legitimacy via 

governance processes that are more balanced, meaning less intergovernmental and technocratic. 

More input politics can come from European parliamentary elections that serve to designate a commission 

president, with all that that entails in terms of new kinds of multi-level party politics as well as parliamentary 

relations. This would also ensure the commission more throughput legitimacy, because operating in the 

shadow of input politics would allow it greater flexibility in economic governance, thereby also enabling it to 

devise output policies that work. replacing the unanimity rule and vetoes with super-majorities and opt-outs 

has the additional benefit of enabling the Eu to work better, thereby also contributing to throughput processes. 

But politicizing the Eu so as to legitimize it requires not just throughput institutional reform but new ideas 

and discourse, with new narratives and visions of the Eu debated via an input politics of the left and the right. 

18  For more on these democratic legitimizing mechanisms, see: V. A. Schmidt, Democracy and Legitimacy in the European Union Revisited. Input, Output and 
Throughput., [in:] Political Studies (forthcoming 2012). 
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Envisioning the Eu as a region-state with a ‘soft’ core made up of a wide 

range of overlapping policy communities helps to give elites and citizens alike a 

better sense of what the Eu is while at the same time allaying fears that the Eu 

will either crush national identity and autonomy as a federal super state or 

that it will succumb to centrifugal forces as an ‘à la carte’ construction 

without any core. But while this may help to protect against citizens’ 

concerns about the loss of national identity and legitimacy, it does not 

make the positive case necessary to enhance Eu legitimacy. For this, Eu 

elites would need to galvanize European citizens as they engage in 

political debates about Eu policy for the future. To give meaning to such 

debates as well as to guard against politicization working to the advantage 

of the political extremes, however, elites need to articulate a new political 

economic paradigm capable of resolving the Eurozone crisis along with 

new narratives about the Eu that serve to consolidate a new vision of a more 

deeply integrated Europe. The main question for European elites remains: can 

they and will they rise to the challenge?
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Politicising Europe by 
Empowering its Citizens

The European elections have until now been perceived as “2nd order”, this attitude is about to 

change. The impact of the crisis and the decisions taken on the Eu level concerning its management, 

shook the union’s construction and affected everyday lives of all the citizens. What used to be 

taken for granted, namely that the integration project carries a promise of peace, prosperity and 

progress, is being doubted. Europe’s fundamental values, such as solidarity, are perishing with 

every austerity measure put in place. hence the 2014 elections will be the unique moment, when 

all the citizens from across the European union will have a chance to express their concerns as to 

how far they still believe in the future of Europe and to take a standpoint on what direction they 

would desire the Eu to take. progressives should relish this opportunity therefore to put forward a 

new, distinctive proposal and offer voters a convincing choice. Markus MArTErBAuEr and lukas 

oBErNdorFEr call in this context for courageous proposals, introducing a project of a “New 

Europe”. This pledge is shared by catherine dE VrIES, who argues that only an ambition to make a 

difference and show political diversity can help transform voters’ attitude from ambivalent to 

engaged. consequently, Julian prIESTlEy advocates that providing bold initiatives is the only way 

to restoring credibility of progressives and by extension, European politics.
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1.  Introduction

We are in the midst of the deepest crisis of the world economy since the 1930, and this crisis has left its 

mark on European democracy. undoubtedly, the decision-making process within the European institutional 

framework has been characterized by a “democratic deficit” for a long time. But due to the economic and 

political effects of the crisis, an “authoritarian turn” is taking place in Europe. leading trade unionist and 

intellectuals are alerting us to the fact that certain aspects of formal democracy are being undermined in 

order to preserve neoliberalism. The slogan is “carry on” – despite the fact that the consensus behind the 

neoliberal mode of integration is crumbling. In this situation, the (potential) actors in favour of a Social Europe 

– among them trade unions, social movements and the parties of the left – remain in a defensive position and 

embrace the national state. Such national orientations result in rearguard action with little prospects of 

success, not least because the imperatives of the neoliberal mode of integration1 – in particular, the focus of 

the internal market and the monetary union on competition – cut across borders. Only a transnational social 

project establishing multi-scalar political structures that promote a new distribution of wealth can 

succeed in triggering a turn towards top-down redistribution in European economic policy. This suggests 

that the democratization of the European institutional framework involves addressing a paradox. It is both, 

the precondition and the result of a new direction in economic policy. As a result, the actors in favour of a 

social Europe are facing the challenge of finding ways to put into practice such a project.

1 P. Ziltener, Strukturwandel der europäischen Integration, Westfälisches Dampfboot, Münster 1999, p. 132.
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In this article, we want to add a new piece to this puzzle. The Eu quartet of presidents has started a debate 

on revising the Eu treaties. In light of this, we will address a very topical question: can there be a “new foundation” 

of Europe, and would it be a way of countering their “elite” project? To begin with, we will sketch the trajectory of 

the crisis and the autocratic-neoliberal mode of managing it politically (section 2). After that, we will (a) 

describe the plans of the quartet of presidents and the existing procedures of treaty revision and (b) confront 

these plans with the demand for a pro-European social project based on an assembly for a “new foundation” 

of Europe (section 3).

2.   The management of the crisis and its effects 
on social issues and democracy

The European union has been facing a crisis triggered by the banking sector and financial markets for five 

years now, and no end is in sight. Initially, the crisis emerged as a real estate and banking crisis in the uS, but 

it quickly spread to Europe. In Spain, Ireland and the uk real estate bubbles burst; the European banks lost lots 

of money both overseas and within the internal market und were bailed out by the states. The financial crisis 

quickly started to affect the real economy, which experienced the deepest recession after World War II. In 

2012, average Gdp in the Eu is still 1% lower than it was before the crisis, in Greece even 17%.

The costs of bail-outs and losses in tax revenue caused by the recession triggered a sovereign debt crisis 

in the Eu, which is reflected in a massive rise of sovereign debt (from 59% of Gdp in 2007 to 86% in 2012) and 

in the difficulties faced by a number of countries in refinancing this debt. At the same time, the number of 

unemployed people rose by more than 50%, from 16m at the end of 2007 to 25.5m in the middle of 2012. The 

Eu is in the midst of a crisis of the financial system, a crisis of the real economy, and a sovereign debt crisis. And 

it is about to tumble into another crisis: a deep social crisis, which is caused, among other things, by cuts to 

the welfare state carried out at a time when benefits are needed most.

There is a multiplicity of economic causes for the crises: decades of financial deregulation; the intensification 

of macro-economic imbalances between different Eurozone countries (reflected in current account surpluses 

and deficits); and the increase in wealth and income inequality.2

a pragmatic policy mix aimed at preserving finance-driven accumulation

At various points in the last few years, the financial system was in meltdown. The heads of state, government 

and central banks made interventions at the level of economic policy, which stabilized the situation to a 

degree. Initially, they were very pragmatic when it came to defending the existing, finance-driven regime of 

accumulation3 – if necessary, they discarded neoliberal dogmas quickly. In particular in the uS, but (later) also 

in the Eu, decision-makers proved that they had learned from the depression in the 1930: 

•	 they supplied banks with liquidity; 

•	 	in the uS and the uk, central banks bought large amounts of sovereign bonds in order to make sure that 

capital markets continued to function and to keep the cost of sovereign debt at a manageable level; 

2 For a comprehensive account of the causes, see: M. Marterbauer, Zahlen bitte! Die Kosten der Krise tragen wir alle, Deuticke, Wien 2011.
3  T. Sablowski & S. Alnasseri, Auf dem Weg zu einem finanzgetriebenen Akkumulationsregime?, [in:] Ein neuer Kapitalismus?, M. Candeias & F. Deppe (eds.), 

VSA, Hamburg 2001, p. 131.
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•	 	in September 2012, the European central Bank started a new programme with the purpose of buying 

sovereign bonds (“outright Monetary Transactions programme”)4; and

	•	 the European banks were provided with fresh capital. 

So far, European tax payers have spent about €700bn on the banking sector (half of it in Germany) – but 

in many cases they have done so without becoming the owners of the banks or obtaining the right to manage 

them. consequently, the banks are the main direct beneficiaries of government bail-outs. currently, the 

provisional bail-out mechanism EFSF funds the national debt in Greece, portugal and Ireland by charging 

comparably low interest rates. In sum, the states reacted in a keynesian/anti-cyclical manner to the recession 

of 2009, and contained the drop in output and employment through economic revival plans.

an opportunity for the deepening of the neoliberal mode of integration

After the immediate threat of a financial meltdown had been averted, the predominant mode of “crisis 

management” started to follow neoliberal patterns. It now consists in implementing a set of policies that, to 

put it bluntly, function as “building blocks for an authoritarian politics of austerity”.5 

decision-makers in the field of monetary policy have reacted to the crisis in a protracted and half-hearted 

fashion. They have ignored the colossal rise in long-term interest rates in the countries in crisis. The interest 

rate for 10-year benchmark securities rose to more than 7% in Spain and more than 6% in Italy. There has been 

a slight decline in interest rates for long-term sovereign bonds after the announcement of the “outright 

Monetary Transaction programme”. yet at the current level of interest, no lasting consolidation of national 

budgets is possible, no matter how much expenses are cut back – at least as long as the nominal Gdp and 

the tax revenues continue to shrink.

The biggest failure, however, has been fiscal policy. The expansionary fiscal policy was terminated too 

early – and in contrast to the bail-outs in the banking sector from 2010 onwards, drastic austerity measures 

were imposed on the countries in crisis. These have shrunk the disposable incomes and thus the demand for 

consumer goods and output, which has led to shrinking tax revenues, additional difficulties for the budgets 

and further increases in unemployment.

At the moment, the countries in crisis are forced to cut back more than is necessary – even if the strict 

conditions of the Stability and the Fiscal pact are considered.6 Expenditure cuts in the midst of an economic 

crisis lead to worsening economic outlooks; they result in a failure to meet budgetary targets and create 

pressure to cut back even more. In other words, the more countries save, the worse they are off in 

macroeconomic terms. right now, this is clearly visible in Spain.

The experiences with restrictive fiscal policies in the current recession – not just in relation to the economic 

consequences but also in terms of budget deficits – are mostly negative. This confirms once more that it is 

impossible to fully determine the balance of a budget at the political level. It is possible to control tax rates 

and (to a degree) government expenditure, but overall revenue depends primarily on economic development. 

This suggests that successful fiscal policy depends on creating a macro-economic framework for stable 

4 http://www.ecb.int/press/pr/date/2012/html/pr120906_1.en.html 
5  N. Huke & J. Schlemermeyer, Warum so staatstragend? Die Krisen der repräsentativen Demokratie in der Euro-Krise als Chance für radikalen Reformismus 

und gesellschaftliche Emanzipation , [in:] PROKLA, Westfälisches Dampfboot, Münster 2012, p. 455.
6  M. Marterbauer & G. Feigl, Die EU-Fiskalpolitik braucht gesamtwirtschaftlichen Fokus und höhere Einnahmen, [in:] WISO direkt, August 2012, http://library.

fes.de/pdf-files/wiso/09284.pdf
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economic growth.7 In this context there are two potentially successful approaches for European budget 

consolidation: (1) decreasing the share of savings in disposable income (for example through the redistribution 

of incomes and wealth from higher income groups who tend to save money to lower income groups who 

tend to consume); and (2) reviving the investments of corporations (for example through stabilizing expected 

sales and improving the returns on investments in the real economy). A decline in the savings rates through 

redistribution will lead to an increase in private consumption. Together with a revival of investment, this will 

result in an increase in Gdp and employment. This in turn leads to higher tax revenues and a consolidation of 

public budgets.

“building blocks for an authoritarian politics of austerity”

The authoritarian politics of austerity in Europe consists of three main buildings blocks (or is made 

permanent with the help of these): (1) Economic governance; (2) the Fiscal Pact; and (3) bail-outs linked 

to the imposition of budget cuts.

At the level of economy governance, a new “legislative package” has been enacted in autumn of 2011. To 

put it bluntly, the motto is “austerity forever”: The cuts agenda implemented in the “problem states” is now 

supposed to be extended to the other member states. In addition, there is a new procedure for competitive 

restructuring, which stipulates that the European commission is solely responsible for setting macroeconomic 

targets. The commission already has the power to make recommendations in economic policy. This suggests 

that the European executive now has almost exclusive control over European economic policy. de facto, the 

commission is acting on its own when it imposes the new fines and the existing sanctions for ‘deviant’ 

economic policies on the member states.8

The fiscal pact takes things one step further. It is a treaty based on international law; the contracting 

parties are supposed to have ratified it by the end of 2012. The pact entails the imposition of a regime of 

austerity on the countries involved, preferably through the inclusion of “debt brakes” in their constitutions. If 

the resulting targets are not hit, an “automatic mechanism of correction” intervenes. The existence of this 

mechanism and of deficit procedures that force countries to implement structural reforms approved by the 

European executive mean that the budgetary rights of the national parliaments have been curtailed.9 

The countries that struggle to refinance themselves in the financial markets and apply for funds from the 

bail-out mechanism are subject to a strict regime of obligations. So far these programmes (which form part 

of the EFSF10) are negotiated and implemented by the troika (consisting of the commission, the EcB and the 

IMF), which means that the European parliament is not involved. The new system, the European Stability 

Mechanism (ESM), will change this state of affairs only insofar as the commission is more or less solely 

responsible for these tasks. The existing programmes are characterized by the de-regulation of labour markets, 

cuts to welfare expenditure and the termination of public investment. The neoliberal assumptions guiding 

them became visible when the Troika linked the release of additional funds for Greece to the re-introduction 

of a six-day working week.11

7 M. Marterbauer, Budgetpolitik in Zeiten verminderter Erwartungen, [in:] Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, Lexis Nexis Wien 3/2010, p. 299.
8 E. Klatzer and C. Schlager, Europäische Wirtschaftsregierung – Eine stille neoliberale Revolution, [in:] Kurswechsel, Sonderzahl Wien 1/2011, p. 61. 
9  L. Oberndorfer, Der Fiskalpakt - Umgehung der „europäischen Verfassung“ und Durchbrechung demokratischer Verfahren, [in:] Juridikum, Verlag 

Österreich Wien 2012, p. 168.
10 Europäische Finanzstabilisierungsfazilität
11 I. Traynor, Eurozone demands six-day week for Greece, The Guardian 4.9.2012. 



80

the hegemonic crisis of the neoliberal mode of integration

In contrast to the cuts imposed when the Economic and Monetary union was established, there is no 

active or passive consensus behind the current cuts in the European population. It is not a coincidence that 

the focus of social conflict can be found in the countries faced with the most severe austerity drives. This 

suggests that the European crisis of hegemony and the authoritarian turn entailed by it are characterized by 

diachronous developments: in countries where traditions of militancy coincide with the effects of the uneven 

development of the European economy, there are severe tensions. In countries that are among the ‘world 

champions in export’ (in particular Germany and Austria), things remain relatively calm, even if a rise in social 

conflict can be observed. These countries have managed to address the problem of demand caused by wage 

restraint and the flexibilization of the labour market through externalization. 

The attempt to focus the internal market and the monetary union on competitiveness were neoliberal 

projects implemented within the framework of the Eu. They used to be based on a consensus and were 

presented as mechanisms capable of resolving urgent social, economic and political problems in the name of 

the common good. Today, approval of these projects has diminished considerably. The unfolding crisis is the 

deepest one since the 1930s. As a result, the imaginaries of neoliberalism fade into the background and the 

attractiveness of neoliberal projects is dwindling.12

Against this backdrop, the contours of a hegemonic crisis of the 

neoliberal mode of integration emerge. This leads to an emergency 

mode of legislation, which in turn serves as the foundation for a politics 

of austerity. The European system of Economic Governance represents a 

set of “visibly unlawful decisions made without a legal basis”13. The Fiscal 

Pact makes far-reaching interventions in the economic and monetary 

union and in the budgetary rights of national parliaments. More than 

ever, it forces the parliaments to adopt a neoliberal agenda in economic 

policy. Nevertheless, it was not enacted through amending the European constitution, but through a 

construction aimed at circumventing European law, i.e., a treaty based on international law. A more wide-

ranging process of amending European law would have been needed in order to make sure that the ESM 

does not infringe on it. The new “bail-out mechanism” turns the commission into the main actor behind the 

obligations imposed on member states – despite the fact that there was no attempt to create a legal basis for 

this in the European Treaties. According to christian Joergs, director of the centre of European law and politics 

in Bremen, the new arrangement represents a “(il-)legal hybrid, which underscores the terrifying contemporary 

relevance of carl Schmitt.14

an authoritarian turn?

Against this backdrop, the pattern of the emergency mode of legislation can be identified easily: there is 

no longer a consensus behind the demand to ‘carry on’; as a result, the required amendments to the European 

Treaties and the degree of consensus needed (qualified majorities in parliament or referenda, depending on 

the respective constitution) are circumnavigated. This emergency mode cannot be grasped with the concept 

12  L. Oberndorfer, Hegemoniekrise in Europa - Auf dem Weg zu einem autoritären Wettbewerbetatismus, [in:], Die EU in der Krise. Zwischen autoritärem 
Etatismus und europäischem Frühling, Forschungsgruppe Staatsprojekt Europa (ed.), Westfälisches Dampfboot, Münster 2012, p. 50.

13 U. Häde, Kommissionsentwürfe für offensichtliche Ultravires-Akte, [in:] EuZW, Beck München 2010, p. 921.
14 C. Joerges, Europas Wirtschaftsverfassung in der Krise, [in:] Der Staat, Duncker & Humblot Berlin 2012, p. 377.
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of “new constitutionalism” used by Stephen Gill to describe the solidification 

of neoliberal dogmas in the Treaties, which conformed to European law 

and was based on (passive) consensus.15 In the light of the rise of this mode 

of legislation, which is controlled by the executive, is selective in character 

and has no constitutional foundation, we have to adjust our terminology. 

Against the backdrop of a crumbling consensus, a system of neoliberal 

economic policy has emerged that can be described as ‘authoritarian 

constitutionalism’.16

Even if we go beyond questions of law, social scientists have fairly 

uniform views on the emergency regime of the Eu. drawing upon colin 

crouch17, Jürgen habermas concludes that a post-democratic executive 

federalism has emerged.18 hans-Jürgen Bieling, a political scientist who is also an 

expert on Europe, sees the radicalization of neoliberal politics as a form of 

“emergency constitutionalism directed against democracy”19. Similarly, hans-Jürgen 

urban, a member of the executive board of German metal workers‘ union (IG Metall), 

contends that the Eu is on the way to authoritarianism.20

Hegemonic projects and the european mode of integration

If we try to grasp these developments from an actor-centred perspective21, it becomes clear that the 

neoliberal project is still dominant – even if it is in the process of losing its leading position. It still dominates 

the discussions in the commission, the council and the EcB. With onset of the crisis, however, it has come 

under intense pressure: the existence of liberalized financial markets was one of the causes of the slump and 

the hike in national debt and unemployment. The authoritarian turn described is supposed to save the 

neoliberal project and to thwart an alternative strategy of crisis resolution. Neoliberal and conservative forces 

at the European and the national level attempt to use the sovereign debt crisis as a pretext for cutting back 

the reviled welfare state.

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that there is no alternative to the neoliberal project. Right 

now, there is a battle for political dominance between three different conceptions of politics: (1) the 

neoliberal project; (2) a traditionalist project promoting a national welfare state based on bourgeois-

democratic structures, and (3) a pro-European social project in formation. The project of a national, 

democratic welfare state is in a defensive position vis-à-vis the dominant neoliberal project. recently, there 

has been an upswing in support for it, because countries with an extensive welfare state have weathered the 

crisis comparably well. It is based on social insurance systems funded through contributions and on social 

15  S. Gill, European Governance and New Constitutionalism: Economic and Monetary Union and Alternatives to Disciplinary Neoliberalism in Europe, [in:] 
New Political Economy, Routledge London 1998, p. 5.

16  L. Oberndorfer, Vom neuen zum autoritären Konstitutionalismus - Soziale Bewegungen, Recht und Demokratie in der europäischen Krise, [in:] Kurswechsel, 
Sonderzahl, Wien 2012, p. 62.

17 C. Crouch, Post-Democracy, Polity, Cambridge 2008.
18 J. Habermas, Zur Verfassung Europas – Ein Essay, Suhrkamp Berlin 2011, p. 48.
19  H.-J. Bieling, EU-Verfassungspolitik und Wirtschaftsregierung. Krisenkonstitutionalismus gegen Volkssouveränität und Demokratie, [in:] Widerspruch, 

Widerspruch Zürich 2011, p. 61.
20  H.-J. Urban, Stabilitätsgewinn durch Demokratieverzicht? Europas Weg in den Autoritarismus, [in:] Blätter für deutsche und internationale Politik, Blätter 

Verlagsgesellschaft mbH Berlin 2011, p. 77.
21  For a comprehensive overview, see: S. Buckel, F. Georgi, J. Kannankulam, & J. Wissel, “…wenn das Alte stirbt und das Neue nicht zur Welt kommen kann.“ - 

Kräfteverhältnisse in der europäischen Krise, [in:], Die EU in der Krise. Zwischen autoritärem Etatismus und europäischem Frühling, (ed.) Forschungsgruppe 
Staatsprojekt Europa, Westfälisches Dampfboot Münster 2012, p. 12.



82

services funded through taxes. on the one hand, the national basis is the strength of this project because it 

facilitated the creation structures of solidarity among people in employment. on the other hand, it is also the 

reason why the project is currently in a defensive position: the national patterns of politics have drastically lost 

influence due to the freedom of movement for capital at the European level and the obligations imposed on 

national (welfare-)states by European political institutions. In our view, it is only possible for the national, social 

and democratic project to go on the offensive again if it is restructured in a transnational way enabling it to 

influence political processes at the European level.

There is a need for social and democratic actors to re-orient themselves to the transnational level in order 

to overcome the neoliberal mode of integration in the Eu. We want to illustrate this with reference to an issue 

that will probably become one of the most important fields of political conflict in the coming decade. In June 

2012, the presidents of the European council, the commission, the Eurozone and the European central Bank 

(EcB) presented a paper that has re-ignited the debate about the revision of European Treaties. In the light of 

the far-reaching plans presented and of the structure of the existing treaty revision procedure, it will soon 

become clear that only a pro-European social project is capable of challenging the increasingly authoritarian, 

neoliberal mode of integration in the Eu. One of the key questions is whether there is a procedure which 

would allow for a “new foundation” of Europe based on the Europeanization of social rights and a U-turn 

in economic policy. A “new foundation” of Europe would ensure that the existing systems of social security 

will not be crushed through the formation of a federation of competition states.

3.  A federation of competition states or a 
democratic and social Europe: on procedures 
for founding a “New Europe”

According to José Manuel Barroso, the president of the commission, the recommendations presented22 

aim at establishing a “federation of national states” 23. If they are implemented, this will amount to a far-

reaching intervention in the budgetary rights of the member states and thus in “the heart of Europe‘s 

parliamentary democracies”24. The Eu quartet of presidents appears to share the commonly held view that 

such measures cannot be implemented with the help of previous emergency mode of legislation. According 

to Barroso, the restructuring of European institutions should be advanced under the existing contracts, but it 

can “only be completed with the help of a new European Treaty” 25.

Both the French conseil constitutionnel26 and the German Bundesverfassungsgericht27 have recently 

turned a blind eye to the state of democracy in Europe: they have decided to wave through the bail-outs, the 

European Stability Mechanism and the Fiscal pact – but only because they were worried that any other 

decision would deepen the crisis28. This suggests that interventions in the budgetary rights of the parliaments 

going even further would be thwarted by the constitutional courts of the member states, which still retain a 

degree of relative independence.

22 Towards a Genuine Economic and Monetary Union, EUCO 120/12.
23 Busse, Barrosso wirbt für Föderation der Nationalstaaten, FAZ 12.9.2012.
24 Towards a Genuine Economic and Monetary Union, EUCO 120/12, p. 6.
25 Busse, FAZ 12.9.2012.
26 Conseil constitutionnel, Décision No. 2012-653 DC vom 9. 8. 2012.
27 BVerfG, 2 BvR 1390/12, 2 BvR 1421/12, 2 BvR 1438/12, 2 BvR 1439/12, 2 BvR 1440/12, 2 BvE 6/12 vom 12.9.2012.
28 C. Joerges, Europas Wirtschaftsverfassung in der Krise, [in:] Der Staat, Duncker & Humblot Berlin 2012, p. 374.
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a great leap forward towards a fiscal union?

But it is precisely this “qualitative move towards a fiscal union”29 that the quartet of leaders has in mind. 

According to it, the setting of deficit and public debt ceilings and the emission of sovereign bonds should no 

longer be the prerogative of national states, but a collective task involving the entire Eurozone. It remains to be 

seen who will be responsible for coordinating it. A still to-be-founded European “treasury office”, as was 

suggested in the paper of the presidents? The council of Governors of the ESM, which is the preference of the 

EcB director, Jörg Asmussen30? or one of the existing institutions?

After the creation of this “robust framework for fiscal discipline and competitiveness”, it will be possible, 

according to the recommendations, to introduce joint liability for the national debts of the member states. 

Moreover, the paper suggests the establishment of an “economic union” allowing for a “more enforceable” 

European economic policy, which would no longer be put at risk by “unsustainable policies” pursued by 

member states. The latest recommendations of the new State Secretary for European Affairs show how far 

this “joint economic policy” could go. In the context of this debate, he demanded that the member states 

transfer to the Eu the right to set the pension age.31

The presidents suggest that the third pillar of the new European architecture should be a “banking union”. 

The EcB would get the right to supervise all the banks in the Eurozone and to intervene proactively, and there 

would be an integrated framework for securing deposits and restructuring banks. The paper only contains 

brief remarks on how a deepened union can achieve democratic legitimacy. According to it, joint decisions 

have to be accountable, and a “close involvement” of the European and the national parliaments is needed.32

theses on the next steps

on the whole, the plans of the European leaders are still vague; more concrete proposals can be expected 

in december when detailed recommendations for the European council will be published. Nevertheless, it is 

already possible to make some preliminary observations regarding the next steps:

1.  It is to be expected that the apparatuses and procedures created under the emergency mode of legislation 

(economic governance, the Fiscal pact, bail-outs linked to the imposition of austerity), which have 

deepened the existing, neoliberal mode of integration, will be refined and included in the European 

Treaties after the fact.

2.  under the heading “fiscal, economic and banking union”, there are already plans to deepen the integration 

of the Eurozone.

3.  The existing recommendations are characterized by the fact that they neither address the causes of the 

economic crisis (the dominance of the financial markets, the unequal distribution of incomes and wealth, 

and regional imbalances) nor promote the democratization of the European union and its economic 

policy, which is necessary for finding ‘social’ strategies of resolving the crisis.

a “new foundation” of europe

It will be the task of a pro-European social project to intervene in the debate about Europe and the 

29 Towards a Genuine Economic and Monetary Union, EUCO 120/12, p. 5.
30 Euro-Staaten sollen Souveränität abgeben, FTD v. 17.7.2012.
31 Lopatka: „EU sollte Bandbreite festlegen“, Kurier v. 11.09.2012.
32 Towards a Genuine Economic and Monetary Union, EUCO 120/12, p. 7.
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coming process of treaty revision. Its aim should be to make sure that there is a democratic and social u-turn 

in the areas of crisis management and overall integration.33 There are indications that a new coalition of 

actors from the social movements, the trade unions, and academia is emerging – one example is the 

recent appeal for a “New Foundation” of Europe. It was signed by important figures from the German trade 

union movement such as Michael Sommer (leader of the German Trade union Federation dGB), Frank Bsirske 

(leader of the German public sector union ver.di), and hans-Jürgen urban (IG Metall), and by leading academics 

such as Elmar Altvater, Jürgen habermas, and Gustav horn. The appeal questions the crisis management of 

the Eu and its demands are diametrically opposed to the recommendations in the area of treaty revision.34

Moreover, the appeal is directed against the bottom-up redistribution of wealth and the de-regulation of 

financial markets. According to it, both processes have contributed to causing the crisis. In addition, the appeal 

states that the measures taken by the European institutional framework 

•	 are counterproductive in economic terms because they suppress demand and public investment; 

•	 are socially irresponsible because they deepen the rifts between members states and within them; 

•	 	and have a destructive effect on democracy because they suspend democratic procedures and attack 

existing achievements of social democracy such as collective bargaining and social security.

The appeal demands that the Eu regulate financial markets, increase taxes on wealth and profits, and 

pursue a monetary policy strategy focussed on employment. All of this amounts to rejecting the neoliberal 

mode of integration. Finally, it also calls for the re-regulation of labour markets in order to rein in casual work 

and low wages and for the establishment of a ‘transfer union’ designed to rebalance the European economy. 

According to the appeal, these goals can only be achieved if they form part of an offensive for democracy: if 

the EU continues to be an “elite” project, it will not have a positive future; it is necessary to address the 

European public and take up the fight for a social and democratic Europe. The signatories make a case for 

the formation of a European social movement directed against the disastrous crisis management of the 

European union. According to them, this movement should instigate a serious political u-turn – a process 

culminating in a “new foundation” of Europe.

the existing treaty revision procedure

The appeal reflects the views of many European trade unionists and other actors supporting a social 

Europe. Against this backdrop and in the light of the plans of the European leaders, we now want to examine 

which strategic selectivities35 are built into the existing treaty revision procedure, whose interests are advanced 

or blocked by it, and whether it allows for enforcing at least some of the demands made in the appeal.

The regular revision procedure was amended in the Treaty of lisbon and can be found in article 48 TEu. 

It starts when the government of a member state, the European parliament or the commission submits a 

proposal for treaty revision and the European council decides by simple majority to examine it. Subsequently, 

the president of the European council sets up a convention consisting of representatives of the national 

parliaments, the heads of state and government of the member states, the European parliament and the 

commission. The convention examines the proposals and, based on a consensus decision, makes a 

33  S. Buckel & F. Georgi and J. Kannankulam and J. Wissel, „…wenn das Alte stirbt und das Neue nicht zur Welt kommen kann.“ - Kräfteverhältnisse in der 
europäischen Krise, [in:], Die EU in der Krise. Zwischen autoritärem Etatismus und europäischem Frühling, Forschungsgruppe Staatsprojekt Europa (ed.), 
Westfälisches Dampfboot Münster 2012, p. 12.

34 http://www.europa-neu-begruenden.de/gb/index.html (01/10/2011)
35 B. Jessop, State Theory, Polity, Cambridge 2003.
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recommendation for a conference assembling representatives of the national governments. This conference 

determines which amendments should be made on the grounds of a unanimous decision. It is not bound by 

the preparatory work carried out by the convention.36 The amendments become effective after being ratified 

by all member states in accordance with their respective constitutions.

the national state as a ‘bottleneck’

From a social and democratic perspective, there are three key weaknesses of the existing revision 

procedure. The first one concerns the pivotal role of the national executives. Since the convention is only 

allowed to produce non-binding recommendations, the representatives of the national states get to decide 

what it is going to happen. This prevents the formation of diverging interests at the European level; they 

struggle to get through the national ‘bottleneck’: French workers find themselves in ‘the same boat’ as French 

big farmers and corporations instead of pursuing their interests together with their German or Austrian 

colleagues. The revision procedure ‘horizontalizes’ the social conflicts in Europe: the heads of state and 

government clash over diverging ‘national’ interests (the horizontal axis of conflict); at the same time, the 

contradiction between capital and labour (the vertical axis) is covered up. The procedural logic of this 

institutional arrangement and its strategic selectivities come into view once we address the question of joint 

liability, for example in the form of Eurobonds. If we go by the paper of the presidents, this issue will be one 

of the objects of the next revision procedure. In all likelihood, the existing treaty revision procedure will lead 

to a “national” framing of the issues at stake before the conference of governments has even started. The 

point of contention will be whether “the Germans/Austrians/….” will be liable and will thus have to pay for the 

“Greeks/Spanish/…” This suggests that the logic of this arrangement pushes a key issue into the background 

– the question how the banking sector and the owners of big assets, which have caused the crisis, can be 

made to pay for being “saved”.

The second weakness of the existing procedure is the undemocratic veto power that can be turned 

against the vast majority of people in Europe by every single national executive. There is no treaty revision 

without the consent of all member states. This means that the lowest common denominator always prevails 

over the highest common factor.

The third weakness is that the procedure requires proposals to be revisions of existing treaties. This not only 

results in the juridification of the debate – only experts in European law are capable of framing amendments 

in such a way that they are consistent with the existing treaties –, but it also means that specialist knowledge 

on the existing, predominantly neoliberal mode of integration is required. It is very hard to acquire the 

expertise needed – not just for actors from the social movements, but even for European politicians. 

consequently, it is fairly easy to undermine political demands and discourses by resorting to specialist 

knowledge on European law and the process of integration.

Veto power and the neoliberal mode of integration

The social and democratic weaknesses of the treaty revision procedure can be illustrated with reference 

to the fact that there is not a single demand from the appeal for a “new foundation” of Europe that could be 

enforced on its grounds. There will always be at least one national government that will veto a retreat from the 

neoliberal mode of integration. For example, it would not be possible to re-regulate financial markets and re-

36 H.-J. Cremer, Art. 48 EUV, [in:] EUV, AEUV-Kommentar4 (ed.) C. Calliess and M. Ruffert, Beck München 2011, Mn. 6. 
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structure the banking sector because this would go against the interests of the British government and the 

city of london. Similarly, a qualified or simple majority for new laws in the area of corporate taxes would be 

vetoed by Ireland or the “flat tax” countries in Eastern Europe, which attract transnational corporations through 

low taxes or loopholes. And the introduction of joint liability, which would alleviate the pressure on peripheral 

members states to impose an internal devaluation on themselves (consisting in wage cuts and the curtailment 

of social rights), would fail thanks to the German state apparatuses, whose representatives fetishize this effect 

of the economic and monetary union by treating it as a safeguard of competitiveness. It is not a coincidence 

that the existing treaties are blocking the enforcement of these demands and the enactment of the respective 

laws: changes either require unanimous decisions (in the areas of corporate, profit and wealth taxation) or 

outright bans that can only be amended by resorting to the treaty revision procedure (the ‘no bail out’ clause, 

article 125 TFEu).

an assembly for a “new foundation” of europe

The success of a pro-European social alliance depends on its ability to question the revision procedure. It 

is only logical that the appeal for a “new foundation” of Europe concludes with the assertion that its demands 

can only be enforced with the help of a democratic offensive. According to it, there has to be an offensive “in 

European public life” that forces key actors “to negotiate the guiding ideas for a social and democratic Europe”. 

This demand has procedural preconditions: it requires the creation of a forum that weakens the national 

formation of interests. For reasons of substantive democracy, the formation of a structure resembling a 

European federal state, to which the national parliaments transfer their rights, must not be the result of a 

“revolution from above”37.

In other words, the arguments and deliberation over the content and the extension of the next step 

towards integration should take place in an assembly with the purpose of instigating a “new foundation” of 

Europe. This assembly has to enjoy direct legitimacy vis-à-vis all the people in Europe: as an assembly based 

on general and equal elections giving every human being in Europe one vote, it would represent the opposite 

of the “elite” project proposed by the presidents. The general elections for this assembly would be held after 

a preparatory period, which would give the national parties, institutions, and movements the chance to 

‘Europeanize’. political currents not yet organized at the European level would have the chance to establish 

themselves.

The consequence would be that interests would have to be formed at the European level and would have 

to promote a vision of a European future. political demands and ideas could be formulated without subscribing 

to the existing revision procedure and mode of integration with their limiting effects. The tug-of-war over 

Europe would not end after the elections, but would take on a new form. It would enable the members of the 

assembly to pass a complete new constitution with a qualified majority. 

the legal-constitutional framework of the assembly

There are two ways in which the decisions of the assembly could be integrated into the existing legal-

constitutional structures. undoubtedly, both of them would require the modification of these structures. The 

first option, which could be called “the route guided by European law”, would use the existing revision 

procedure in order to create a new one. The next process of treaty revision would solely focus on the creation 

37 For a detailed account, see B. Opratko, Hegemonie, Westfälisches Dampfboot Münster 2012.
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of a procedure for founding a “New Europe”. This procedure would contain provisions for general elections, 

the establishment of the assembly and the ratification of its decisions (for example through a European 

referendum, in which the new constitution would have to be approved by a qualified majority). According to 

article 48 TEu, these regulations would have to be accepted by the member states and be ratified on the 

grounds of their constitutions. After that, elections could be held, and a “new foundation” of Europe could 

begin.

A different route guided by international law would consist in neglecting the existing procedure. This 

would be legal precisely because of the fact that the European union is not yet a federal state.38 The result of 

the convention would have to be ratified by all member states as a treaty based purely on international law 

(according to their respective constitutions). This treaty would replace the existing ones.

undoubtedly, both paths would get through the “national” bottleneck in different ways. But they would 

both direct the political debate towards the following questions: Why should all the people in Europe as the 

population of a European federal state in formation not determine their fate with the help of free, equal and 

general elections? And why should the bourgeois self-constitution should not repeat itself at the European 

level 200 years after it started at the national level?

founding the “new europe” as a concrete utopia

obviously, it is possible to criticize our thoughts on a procedure for founding a “New Europe” for being 

utopian and for having been produced from scratch. Anyone in favour of a pro-European social project, 

however, will have to concede that it is impossible to enforce even limited demands on the basis of the 

existing procedure. Under the given conditions, the supporters of the neoliberal mode of integration39 

will find it fairly easy to thwart a U-turn towards a social and democratic Europe – in theory, they can do 

so with help of a single stronghold at the national level.

It could be one result of the debate on a fiscal, banking and economic union that the demands for a 

procedure for the foundation of a “New Europe” could turn out to be more realistic than they seem at first. A 

large number of the “steps towards integration” discussed would not just involve a revision of the European 

Treaties but also amendments to national constitutions, which, in some cases, require referenda. In some 

member states, there is no longer a consensus behind the deepening and fortification of the neoliberal mode 

of integration – in particular in those countries that have implemented the politics of austerity imposed by 

the Troika. In light of this, a reform of the Treaties that does not entail a u-turn away form the existing political 

course and is presented in the form of an “elite” project will result in a debacle.

In the light of the danger of defeat (and the need to avoid it), it is possible that the European institutional 

framework will increasingly resort to the emergency mode of legislation. Furthermore, the horizontal axis of 

conflict inherent in the existing procedure of treaty revision is highly useful for nationalist forces. We hope that 

the workers in Europe are spared an emergency mode of legislation and large-scale nationalist mobilizations. 

Following Ernst Bloch, we would much prefer it if these experiences are not needed for turning the potential 

procedures for founding a “New Europe” into a concrete utopia.40

38 H.-J. Cremer, Art. 48 EUV, [in:] EUV, AEUV-Kommentar4 C. Calliess & M. Ruffert(ed.), Beck München 2011 Mn. 19ff.
39 J. Wissel, Krise, Staat und die Radikalisierung des Neoliberalismus [in:] Kurswechsel, Sonderzahl Wien 2012, p. 11.
40 E. Bloch, Das Prinzip Hoffnung Werkausgabe Band 5, Suhrkamp Frankfurt am Main 1990
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In the midst of the Euro crisis sweeping across Europe, public Euroskepticism has become a common 

theme in media reporting. Many journalists and experts argue that citizens are increasingly moving away 

from the European project. Also among academics one often reads about a rise in Euroskepticism. To what 

extent is public opinion Euroskeptic? Has the public perhaps become increasingly uncertain rather than outright 

negative about European integration? This is important as it suggests that citizens might be more open to 

arguments put forward in elite discourse. Also, examining the degree to which citizens hold clear rather than 

ambiguous opinions about Europe can help in understanding the link between support for European 

unification and political behavior, e.g., voting in Ep elections. Specifically, the more certain people are in their 

unification stance, the more likely it is that this stance influences voting behavior. In this short contribution, I 

will address the extent to which European citizens are ambivalent when it comes to their stances towards 

further steps European unification1. 

Public opinion towards European unification: 
increasingly fickle?

over the past decades the European union (Eu) moved away from a largely elite-led diplomatic 

project to a system of multi-level governance in which member states share policy making with supranational 

institutions, such as the European commission and European parliament (Ep). This shift in the power balance 

between national governments and supranational institutions has not gone unnoticed in the domestic 

political arenas of member states. At present, we are witnessing increased public contention over European 

matters in referenda, party competition and media reporting2. Eu scholars consequently argue that the time 

1  This contribution draws extensively on my co-authored work with Marco Steenbergen (University of Zurich) which is forthcoming in the Journal of Political 
Marketing.

2 See i.e. C. de Vreese, Framing Europe: Television News and European Integration., Amsterdam: Aksant Academic Publishers, 2003.
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of permissive consensus in which the general public by and large accepted the actions of national elites at the 

European level is over. Today, European and national political elites are increasingly constrained by popular 

dissent, where citizens actively monitor the course of integration and voice their fears and objections 

when deemed necessary3. 

An open question, however, is how predictable public opinion toward European unification is. While 

past studies have often implicitly assumed that public opinion reflects fixed attitudes, e.g. 50 percent of 

European citizens view that Eu membership “is a good thing for their country”, it might also be useful to think 

of these attitudes as inherently variable, reflecting differential degrees of certainty and ambivalence. European 

integration remains one of the most complex political issues that European mass publics face. Much of the 

day-to-day debate involves highly technical questions that citizens may find difficult to grasp. This should 

generate considerable uncertainty among citizens. Moreover, European unification is multi-facetted and 

presents numerous policy angles. It is no surprise, then, that citizens may also be deeply conflicted about the 

prospect of unification. For example, they may like the idea in the abstract but not much appreciate the actual 

policies that the Eu pursues. or they may like certain policies, while objecting to others. or they may like the 

policies but object to the political process that yields them. In short, here are numerous reasons why European 

citizens would be ambivalent.

Should support for European unification prove to be highly variable, as we argue here, then it does 

not suffice to establish merely its central tendency. one should also establish its variance, across individuals 

and Eu member states. A failure to do so would lull one into the false belief that Europeans hold clear-cut 

opinions, which either favor or oppose unification. 

Exploring and explaining ambivalence concerning 
European integration

In the remainder of this contribution, I will aim to summarise findings from a research project I 

conducted with my colleague Marco Steenbergen4 using the European Election Study data from 29 member 

states in 2009 to argue that European publics are not necessarily Euroskeptic or even anti-Eu, but rather 

increasingly ambivalent about what to think when it comes to Europe. We find that on average most citizens 

within the individual member states can be characterised as ambivalent when it comes to their stances about 

Europe. In 2009 we find that on average citizens in latvia, Estonia or luxembourg are most certain about their 

Eu attitudes, interestingly average public opinion in these countries is also quite positive about Europe. Most 

ambivalent opinions are found in countries like romania, poland, Italy or the Netherlands. Especially in this 

latter country have we witnessed the discussions about Europe become more divisive in recent years. This 

suggests that more conflict over European integration makes citizens perhaps more doubtful about what to 

think when it comes to Europe.

We have explicitly tested this idea by empirically examining the impact of elite conflict over Europe 

as measured by the degree to which citizens perceive differences in party positions on the extent of attitude 

uncertainty about Europe among the public. What our results tell us is that a lack of party differences 

3  L. Hooghe, & G. A Marks, Postfunctionalist Theory of European Integration: From Permissive Consensus to Constraining Dissensus., [in:] British Journal of 
Political Science 39(1):1-23, 2009.

4  M. R. Steenbergen & C. E. de Vries, Variable Opinions: The Predicticality of Support for Unification in European Mass Publics., [in:] Forthcoming in Journal of 
Political Marketing, 2012.
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concerning Europe are increasing citizens’ uncertainty about the topic, but that this is also 

the case when conflict over European integration is very extensive. In the first instance 

citizens receive no impetus from their political environments, notably parties, to form an 

opinion about a complex and multi-facetted topic like European integration. That said, 

however, when conflict among parties is too extensive citizens are swayed in every direction 

which leads them uncertain as to what to think. A moderate degree of conflict provides the 

optimal amount of information for citizens to form a clear opinion. Note also that we gauged 

at media effects in this context, we found that both increased media attention and conflict 

make citizens less certain about the Eu stances, but that these effects are rather weak compared 

to those we find for political parties. This is perhaps suggestive of the fact that citizens look 

more to political elites rather than journalists when they aim to form a clear attitude about 

European integration. This is an interesting finding that deserves more careful attention. 

Conclusion

recently, journalists, expert and scholars of public opinion have argued that we have witnessed a 

clear swing from mostly favorable to mostly unfavorable opinions toward European integration among the 

general public. In this contribution, I argue that public opinion toward European integration is not so clear-

cut pro or anti. Rather, it is ambivalent and complex. Examining response variability and its determinants 

is not only insightful in and of itself, but also provides us with important information about the way in 

which support for European unification may interact with political behavior, such as party choice in EP 

elections for example. recently, scholars have begun to explore the link between attitude uncertainty and 

party choice by exploring the mediating effects of political knowledge and contextual information on vote 

choice in the 2009 Ep elections. This work demonstrates that increased politicization in EU member states 

about European issues strengthens the impact of attitudes towards Europe on vote choice in EP and 

national elections as well as in EU referenda, but also shows that these effects are contingent upon 

voters’ levels of political knowledge and information. My contribution hopefully makes readers more 

sensitive to issues of measurement of public opinion, and highlights that we should be careful concluding 

that citizens are increasingly anti-Europe. rather than being Euroskeptic, political elites in Brussels and 

European capitals have to deal with ambivalent Europeans.

Catherine DE VRIES is a professor and Tutor in European politics at lincoln college, and a member 
of the department of politics and International relations. She also holds an affiliated professorship 
of political Science at the university of Amsterdam. Before joining lincoln, she was chair in political 
Behaviour at the university of Geneva and held (visiting) posts at the university of Amsterdam, the 
university of Mannheim, and the European university Institute. over the years, c. de Vries has 
published extensively on European union politics, elections, public opinion and party strategy. She 
has a strong commitment to and interest in unraveling some of the most important societal and 
political problems facing Europe today, such as the the rise in public and party-based Euroscepticism.
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The late Gore Vidal once described American elections as a moment when power celebrates itself. When 

is an election not an election? When there is no campaigning worthy of the name; when there are few 

perceptible differences between candidates; when the candidates themselves are kept in the shadows; when 

political parties do not compete and seem almost indifferent to the outcome; when the electors have no 

clear idea about the role of the body to be elected and when campaign topics appear to have nothing 

whatsoever to do with its functions. This is of course a caricature but as a description of past elections to the 

European parliament it contains more than a grain of truth.

In a recent study on transnational parties, the European university Institute in Florence highlighted 

competition between parties as a prerequisite for democracy. In other words the meaning of elections would 

be at best suboptimal were they not to be fought by parties who not only present candidates and programmes, 

but combat those of their rivals with a degree of vigour. until now this has not been the case.

The consequences are there for all to see; declining turnout at each election with the paradox that at 

each election as the powers of the Parliament have increased its popular underpinning has shrivelled. 

This in turn adds to a fatalistic cynicism about the European project itself; increasingly electors feel 

disenfranchised as citizens of the Union. The parliament elected may have all the powers we associate with 

a modern legislature but to the voters it does not seem to be ‘their’ parliament. So a democratic deficit has 

been replaced by a participation deficit.

This might not matter in the good times. If the Eu could point to its success in generating jobs and 

growth, played its full part in the world, was doing its part to promote high social, health and environmental 

standards, then electoral apathy would not matter greatly and could almost be seen as a kind of passive vote 

of confidence in the European project - and just as with falling turnouts in many national elections, a sign of 

a general disengagement with politics which characterises post-industrial democracy. But Europe is not an 

The Real Significance of 2014
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established state; it is a recent, fragile construct whose democratic vigour needs to be replenished if it is to 

progress and deepen which it must do if it is to survive.

For these are not good times. Too many of our citizens Europe seems powerless to help them improve 

their condition. The perceptions may be contradictory; a Europe, rather than showing solidarity, that is punitive 

to member states in financial difficulty; a kind of regional branch of the IMF, imposing retrenchment and 

austerity on economies already in recession; or, on the contrary, a Europe that is a “soft touch” for cheats and 

shirkers, forcing virtuous, thrifty, hardworking, competitive and successful citizens in some member states to 

subsidise the feckless extravagance of others; for yet others the recent crisis proves that this union is not ‘fit 

for purpose’, that it has highlighted the creakiness of its decision making just when decisive action was most 

required. For yet others the travails point to the dominant position of one member state which undermines 

any balance within the union and feeds latent nationalism-precisely the evil that it was at its inception 

conjured up to combat. 

These perceptions, although greatly exaggerated and in part contradictory, are not without consequence. 

The first is the rise of populist, nationalist, extremist, and sometimes xenophobic parties and movements, 

with simplistic solutions and inflammatory rhetoric. This is a Europe-wide phenomenon, but with many 

different manifestations; in some countries a party of the extreme right will be making a major breakthrough 

securing representation for the first time. Elsewhere the radical populist left will make the running; or new 

forms of protest, one-issue parties for example, will gain support however momentary. The picture is patchy; 

recent elections in the Netherlands appear to buck the trend but it is unquestionably the case that eurosceptic 

populist parties have progressed significantly in the past decade. Sometimes, the effect will be more subtle; 

a kind of eurosceptic nationalism, less malign and less rooted in xenophobia, will make headway in established 

mainstream parties. The political manifestations of this tendency may find different expressions, but the 

consequences for European construction are almost equally grave.

First, within the European parliament. despite the usual divisions between the main political groups, a 

broad consensus on the overall direction of European policy has been maintained. A centre-right edge in 

numbers is significantly strengthened by the bulk of the centre-left when it comes to support for proposals 

to strengthen the union and to implement its central objectives. In practical terms this means that the 

compromises necessary to pass the main legislative proposals or to adopt budgets gain sufficient support. 

likewise the commission can rely on the backing, sometimes more enthusiastic, often much less from the 

ranks of parliament. It is hazardous to quantify this, because different coalitions come together on different 

issues. But certainly on the big institutional questions it has usually been possible to find 500 members (2/3rds 

of the membership, 3/4ths of the participants) to back the mainstream line.

This could easily change in 2014. A consolidation of support for extremist forces in an election with a poor 

turnout which may seem ‘a safe protest’ to electors who might hesitate to support radical programmes in 

national elections - accompanied with the general unpopularity of the Eu - could dent seriously that apparently 

solid lead for the pro-European forces. More dangerously still, the electoralist advantage of more moderate 

euroscepticism could prove too great a temptation for some mainstream opposition parties, in France or 

elsewhere, looking for ways of embarrassing their governments and warding off challenges from their more 

extreme rivals competing for the same electorate. 

A third risk lies in the inevitably ‘anti-incumbency’ nature of European elections. how many times do we 

hear the ‘European elections will be a referendum on the government of…?” which of course they will not be 
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in any meaningful sense, which in turn may well discourage participation. But given the public anger against 

governments in office, with re-election for any party proving difficult everywhere in the union, the 2014 

elections may seem to many voters a heaven sent opportunity not necessarily to ‘kick the rascals out’ but to 

give them a good kicking nonetheless.

So as things stand now, there is a serious risk that the comfortably clear majority for the mainstream 

consensus on Europe could be significantly weakened in the 2014 elections. This in turn will make it 

more difficult to find the majorities necessary to pass legislation, more difficult to adopt the budget and 

will render the whole exercise of electing the new Commission an institutional and political minefield. 

The parliament has a record as a usually reliable but not quiescent partner of member states and the 

commission in the search for solutions to Europe’s problems. Its capacity for disruptive mischief has never 

truly been tested; parliament has not sought to block or paralyse union business, although it has on occasion 

dug in its heels with effect. But this could begin to change unless the question of the union’s participation 

deficit is now addressed.

There is a second danger with the current drift. A consensus is growing in national capitals that root-and-

branch reform is required to save the euro, and to preserve the union. There is at present a cacophony of 

prescription. The government in Berlin, with some backing from the commission, wants a new Treaty not only 

to impose national budgetary discipline, but to establish its effective policing, as an accompaniment to fiscal 

and banking union. Some in the chancellor’s party are calling for the direct election of the commission 

president, and a stronger oversight role for the parliament in the new economic governance of the euro. And 

there are now voices, encouraged to an extent by the recent ruling of the constitutional court, calling for a 

German referendum to make intervention by the EcB easier, with perhaps a more general plebiscite to modify 

the Basic law to facilitate a substantial transfer of sovereignty.

constitutional reform is not popular in most other capitals; but may well be the final price for a long-term 

stabilising of the euro which goes beyond the short-term fixes which barely last the week beyond the 

European council meeting which has concocted them.

So the chances are that Berlin can win the argument with most of its 

partners; the institutional bandwagon could be about start to roll again, 

starting with a new constitutional convention. But it is the end-game 

which seems most perilous. Any significant transfer of sovereignty to the 

union’s institutions, particularly if it involved not merely general oversight 

of national budgets, but their control, would not only be deeply 

controversial. It would inevitably unleash a clamour for any new Treaty to 

be put to a referendum in up to a half-dozen member states. And in the 

current climate, who would place a bet that a new Treaty transferring the 

last word on national budgets from national parliaments to Brussels would 

pass a referendum?

But there is another paradox at play here. The popular disaffection 

with the union is having a more insidious effect. It is draining away support from the bold new initiatives 

which alone can restore credibility to the project. So the decision-makers now tend to shy away from any 

measure which requires popular support or backing from national parliaments. What the union suffers from 

now is a collective crisis of confidence which is sapping its will to do ‘what it takes’ to save the euro, to 
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stimulate growth and jobs and to move the union forward. There is now at play a vicious 

spiral which could if not reversed prove life-threatening for the union itself.

And at its core is this question of public participation. It is encouraging that 

political scientists and professional institutionalists have been fertile with ideas to 

address this problem, though some are scarcely practical or in some cases downright 

irrelevant. 

For example involving national parliaments more in community affairs is a positive 

idea; but each national parliament is sovereign in the way it organises the oversight of 

their respective national government’s actions in council. The danes, the Swedes, and 

particularly the Finns have been particularly efficient in organising a close, timely and 

pragmatically efficient form of oversight without anyone instructing them how to do it. But 

setting up a chamber of national parliaments as a kind of third legislature (or the kind of 

decorative add-on as Giscard envisaged with his ‘congress’ idea) would merely make decision-

making more cumbersome and less comprehensible without in any way bridging the gap between 

decision-makers and citizens.

As to the idea of replacing the current European parliament with a floating membership of national 

parliamentarians on away-days in Strasbourg and Brussels, this is not merely a throw-back to the pre-1979 

Assembly which had become unworkable because part-timers could no longer cope with the burgeoning 

legislative and budgetary workload. It would jettison the one key democratic acquis of the European union, 

the direct election of its parliament. It would be difficult for even the most practised sophist to explain how 

scrapping elections to its parliament would bring Europe closer to people. In any case, the idea need not 

detain us further; it simply will not happen.

There is of course the citizens’ Initiative which has been added to the right to petition. This may indeed 

be helpful at the margin as a means of encouraging voters to raise their priority concerns with the Eu 

institutions, and to force some kind of reaction. But there are two dangers here; people may become 

disabused if their active engagement in the process yields no results; and experience elsewhere shows that 

these opportunities can get high-jacked by specialist interest groups and professional lobbyists rather than 

by ordinary citizens. At best they constitute an adjunct to a democratic participative model and not a 

substitute.

Some academics are attracted to the idea of Europe-wide referendums. here the obstacles- legal, 

constitutional and political- are so serious that whatever its merits which are unproven there is no prospect 

of such a proposal coming to fruition within a reasonable time-frame. progressives in particular would be well 

to be wary about institutionalising a reform which could be an instrument to block change, be manipulated 

by entrenched economic interests and weaken the principle of parliamentary democracy which remains 

Europe’s distinctive contribution to governance. 

Some of these alternatives may be interesting but they should not occlude the key point. The European 

union has transnational elections to elect a parliament with important powers. The elections themselves are 

scarcely even second-order at the moment and do not give citizens the feeling that they really count in 

European decision-making. Surely the key question should be: how to transform those elections into 

something that people feel matters and which will bridge the participation deficit?
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The transnational lists idea with a proportion of candidates on a Europe-wide list- a proposal supported 

by many federalists- was given a good airing in the European parliament over the past year, but ultimately 

failed to get sufficient cross-party support. Whatever its merits, it was essentially a suggestion for the longer 

term. Even had it won majority support in the parliament there was no way that it could have received the 

prompt and unanimous backing of member states with each having to amend their national election laws - 

all in time to be operational for 2014. The idea may resurface for future contests. It will require further reflection 

not least on the anomaly of creating two castes of legislators, one elected from regional or national lists, the 

others- a minority- from the whole European electorate: but the problem is more immediate.

There would appear to be no shortcut or alternative to the hard slog of making the European elections 

themselves, under the existing rules, more meaningful. The key lies in the hands of those who should be the 

principal protagonists, the European political parties. Based on the existing Treaties, supported by admittedly 

limited subsidies from the budget of the European parliament, assisted in their policy making by foundations, 

also publicly funded, and with the prospect of a European Statute for parties being adopted in the next 

twelve months, they now have to prove that they can make a contribution to restoring the link between the 

institutions of the union and its citizens through a sustained effort to make the next European elections into 

something transformative.

There are five conditions necessary 
for progress to be achieved. 

1.  The parties should open their memberships. At the very least every member of an affiliated party should 

receive a party card, a copy of the party’s statutes and programme, and be informed how he or she could 

participate in decision-making in the European party. Ideally the European parties should permit direct 

individual membership upon payment of a subscription. There is no earthly reason why, for example, a 

sympathiser with the British conservatives should be condemned to sit on the sidelines of the European 

debate simply because his or her party is not an affiliate of the Epp.

2.  The parties should develop democratic structures. delegates from the regions of the national affiliates 

should be elected by local party members to represent them at the European party congresses. These 

gatherings should see open and transparent elections for their leadership bodies. In time, basic 

programmes and manifestos should be submitted for approval of all members through internal 

referendums. These measures just by themselves would spread awareness of the European dimension of 

their political organisations to a significant number of party members in the regions of the union. Involving 

them directly in key decisions on the programme would create a sense of ownership which might well 

encourage them to campaign in the elections.

3.  of course for the exercise to be successful, the programmes of the parties have to be relevant. The 

manifestos for 2014 should highlight the real choices to be made in European politics. First they should 

revolve around the current European agenda, give an insight into the strategic vision of the parties in the 

current crisis. Europe has intruded itself as a theme in our national elections this year in Greece (twice), in 

Spain, in France and in the Netherlands. It would indeed be the ultimate paradox if the only election 

where the great issues facing Europe are not addressed is the one Europe-wide election. 
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They should underline the differences between the parties; the ideological debate should be 

sharpened, reflecting the mood in member states. To be able to say something meaningful the parties 

should take their policy decisions by majority, accept that each European party will have internal dissenting 

voices just like any serious democratic national party. This is the price the parties will have to pay for any 

vitality. It is the cost of their relevance.

4.  And then the parties must campaign. No-one imagines that the Epp or the pSE or anyone else will or can 

or should amass great war chests to fight European elections as if they were American political parties. But 

if the party militants are not mobilised, if the candidates do not receive due publicity or if the national 

parties make no outlay, then the impression will be fostered that the parties do not consider that these 

elections to be significant; and the voters will draw their own conclusions.

5.  And there has to be a focus for the campaign. That focus should be the candidate each party puts 

forward for the presidency the commission. The lisbon Treaty sets it out in black and white, the nomination 

of the president of the commission should ‘take account’ of the results of the elections to the European 

parliament. citizens, asked in a recent opinion poll commissioned by the parliament, back the idea that 

the name of each party’s nominee for the head of the commission should figure on the ballot paper. And 

most of the parties, including the pSE and the Epp, appear to be going along this route, and will put 

forward the name of their nominee in good time before the start of the campaign.

But for this to have maximum effect, two things need to occur. The parties need to select their nominees 

by an open and transparent process involving all members. A nomination emerging from some stitch-up 

behind closed doors could discredit the process. Best of all would be an open primary organised in the regions 

following hustings between potential nominees, involving party members, and engaging a strong internal 

debate. If this is too heady a brew for the first try-out, the minimum requirement should be for an open election 

at each of their party congresses for their candidate for what is Europe’s most senior executive position.

And then once selected, each party’s nominee should be the focus for the campaign, putting forward his 

or her programme for the next five years, taking the message to the four corners of the union, and engaging 

in public debates with his or her ‘rivals’ from the other parties. And the parties should cooperate to make joint 

approaches to national and regional media to stage TV and radio debates throughout the campaign. The 

limited resources of the European parties need to be harnessed for this exercise which is the most likely to pay 

dividends in terms of interest and participation.

These modest proposals are all ones that can be achieved for 2014. No Treaty change or amendment to 

national electoral law is required. The European parties have, most of them, already set out on this journey of 

consolidation and transformation. It will be inevitably a gradual process; the 2014 elections, even if these 

prescriptions are all followed, will not attain the levels of excitement and engagement that we sometimes see in 

our closest fought national campaigns. But they can be the first steps towards addressing the participation deficit. 

The 2014 elections can be a real chance for European renewal, and give back to the project for 

European unification something of its vitality and purpose.
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democracy is a continuous process, its shape and development are predetermined by numerous 

conditions. historical developments, diverse customs and dissimilar societal constructions –all 

frame a space in which a deliberative process is being concluded and in which the institutional 

architecture is being designed. They also define how fragile and vulnerable to crises the respective 

structures are. understanding of those multiplicities is crucial to acquire, once coming together on 

the international level and striving jointly for democratic global governance. This conception led to 

an idea to introduce through this chapter, two articles, which are case studies on one of the BrIc 

countries - India. The first paper, written by kamakshi NANdA, provides an overview of the political 

developments and attempts to establish democracy in modern, post-war India. With the emphasis 

on history, the article calls for universalism in empowering all citizens in order to guarantee each 

and every one a voice on their country’s future. Manoj JoShI, on the other hand, relates to recent 

political developments and describes the 2012 political crisis. The lesson to be drawn is that 

democracy must be incessantly enhanced and that political parties have a great responsibility for 

its preservation. 

Both articles have been received thanks to the cooperation with dr. klaus Voll, FEpS Special 

consultant on Asia. 

Learning from 
different Experiences 
by Understanding India
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The stereotypical image of the country of exotica, colour, tantric practices, snake charmers, that gained its 

freedom through non-violence as propagated by Mahatma Gandhi, is transforming - to be as that of an 

emerging giant. 

unprecedented economic growth and greater openness of markets has catapulted India to the position 

of being an important player in 21st century global economy. The term ‘Asian driver’ has come into frequent 

usage to refer to the dynamic Asian economy.1 over the last 25 years India has experienced an eight fold 

growth in economic terms.2 Nevertheless “India is prospering; Indians are not” was the honest admission and 

opening sentence of Indian Member of parliament, Mani Shankar Aiyar,3 talk at the National lecture Series on 

“Analysing and Envisioning India” in November 2010. he identified this dichotomy as the biggest challenge to 

both democracy and development. The growing divide between rich and poor is widening. The rise of 

poverty continues unabated. concentration of wealth in the hands of few has meant that the rich are only 

getting richer. Whereas at present the ruling political class is under siege not only from the loud clamour of 

suffering faced by majority of Indians but also because of their obvious failings and loot of public money as 

evident from the corruption scandals.

The peculiar and worrying situation in India leads to pertinent questions. Could it be argued that an 

institution which although draws its legitimacy through the endorsement of the majority, democracy, is failing to 

1  P.  Kowalski, China and India: A Tale of Two Trade Integration Approaches, [in:] Indian Council for Research on International Economic Relations, New Delhi, 
Working Paper 221 (2008), p. 1.

2  Sumit Roy, China and India- The ‘Emerging Giants’ and Africa: A Note, [in:] Jadavpur Journal of International Relations, Kolkata/Calcutta, India Vol. 10 
(2005-2006), p. 2.

3  A speech by Mani Shankar Aiyar, The Dilemma of Development and Democracy in India, [in:], National Lecture Series on “Analysing and Envisioning India”, 
24 November 2010.
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deliver to the people at the lower rung of the socio-economic pyramid? Or is it that Indian democracy is inherently 

antagonistic to inclusive development? Can democracy in India foster economic development of the right type? Do 

the laws and government policies mirror the fundamental needs and interests of the ethnically and culturally diverse 

citizenry? What factors are perpetuating the underdevelopment in society?

Given the limitations and scope of the paper, there might be obvious shortcomings with regard to the 

depth to which theoretical constructs are dealt with. The study is a concerted effort to understand the unique 

polity of India and its relationship and interaction with inclusive development.

Indian democratic traditions

Democratic values and local organisations have a long tradition in India, though democracy in its 

current avatar can be traced back to British Raj. A small but significant number of learned and politically 

active leaders fought for civil liberties, fair taxation and other local concerns against their colonial masters, 

through associations and groups in their respective presidencies. The narrative goes that an Englishmen and 

retired civil servant by the name A.o hume, in order to give teeth to the scattered attempts to counter the 

forces of colonialism and temper the suspicions of the British administrators,4 galvanised the restless politically 

conscious Indians to meet at a national conference. leaders travelled from all over India to congregate in 

Bombay (now Mumbai) in december 1885. The first political party Indian National congress and the struggle 

for India’s freedom was thus born.

historians of varying opinions, hues and ideological spectrum are in consensus that the congress from its 

inception was an elitist grouping. Indians educated in occidental thought and philosophy took prominence 

over the traditional landed ‘zamindars’ (aristocrats) in the party. official reports of the congress suggest that 

the attendees of the first conference naively believed that they came from all walks of life and represented all 

Indians.5 The lawyers, businessmen, land owners, doctors, journalists, teachers, social reformers and priests 

belonging mostly to upper castes did not reflect the Indian proletariat in all their multiplicity. The congress 

did however reach out to the multitude to oust the British. 

Modern India and struggle for democracy

The modern Indian state that came into existed on 15th August 1947 “was a democracy from above provided 

to the people and was not as claimed by the people from below”.6 This democracy owed a great deal to the elite 

Indian nationalists. Barring Moore propounded that the nationalist movement against the British raj was a 

“bourgeois revolution” that paved the way to democracy.7 Although borrowing its structure and characteristics 

heavily from the British, the Indians created their own expression of democracy suited to the local political 

scenario.8 While working on the field and at grass-roots level, mass adult franchise, secularism and federalism, 

were conceptualised by the nationalist leaders in order to be all-encompassing and garner support of the 

majority of Indians for the Freedom Movement. 

4 Sh. Bandhopadhya, From Plassey to Partition: A History of Modern India, Orient Longman, New Delhi, 2004, p. 219-220.
5 Ibid. Sh. Bandhopadhya, p. 222-223.
6 M. M. K. Sardana, Democracy, Development and Growth: The Indian Experience, [in:] ISID Discussion Notes, 2010, p. 2.
7 A. Kohli, (ed.), The Success of India’s Democracy, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2001, p. 5. 
8 S. Sarkar, Indian democracy: the historical inheritance [in:] The Success of India’s Democracy., A. Kohli (ed.), Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2001, p. 24-30.
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As an aftermath of the decolonization process this powerful state class 

rose to political prominence and domination in India. They were deeply entren-

ched with the ideas of development theories and policies because of their 

western education in discourses such as social reform, economic development, 

revolution, etc. Given the nationalistic fervour the leaders pledged to wipe 

away tears from every eye and work towards the betterment of lives of poor 

Indians. From the 1950s to mid-1960s India largely benefitted from the 

disciplined civil services and the nationalistic congress party under the capable 

leadership of the first prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.9 Institutions and 

establishments advocating democracy were encouraged and assisted by Nehru. The 

civil service which formed the back bone of the fledging state was a colonial inheritance 

but was efficient and provided the much needed political stability to the country. Nehru 

capitalised on the prevalent sympathy for the congress among the people to secure the 

support base of his political party and also co-opt the Indian intelligentsia prescribing to differing 

ideologies into his party’s fold. 

The congress retained power through a barter system as it proffered state patronage to the landed 

powerful groups in return for mobilizing people and votes for the party.10 Vested interests of economic groups 

within the party and among the supporters were appeased through profitable alignment of subsidies and 

concessions. Some argue that during this period development of industry was given more prominence. Available 

scant resources were diverted to industry instead of agriculture. Indians of the lower socio-economic strata were 

neither empowered nor mobilised excepting some groups in South India. disadvantaged Indian populace were 

at the mercy of the influential select few for work and money. This skewed equation greatly curtailed and 

impeded political ambitions and development of the deprived Indians. Besides during this stage of democratic 

evolution people had blind faith in their leader who won them independence. They trusted Nehru’s Socialistic 

Patterns of Society. yet the democratically elected leaders in the initial years wrongly presumed that progress in 

industries will serve the twin purpose of reducing poverty and advancing the country.11

The 1970s and 1980s ringed in a new generation of leaders, literate and knowledgeable middle class and 

disgruntled poor. democracy in India whether be it people democracy, political democracy or local gover-

nance, too had matured and gained experience. Through universal franchise underprivileged Indians had 

begun to grasp the importance and power of their votes. They realised that government initiatives so far had 

not met their requirements. Government’s failure in tackling drought coupled with dependency on food 

imports disenchanted the citizenry. Second generation congressmen who faced a poorer population had to 

change tracks and speak a different tongue in order to obtain the rural votes. Agriculture became the main 

thrust of the politicians. Food security and bringing farmer into the economic mainstream were the two goals 

of the party. “Garibi hatao” i.e. remove poverty, was quickly adopted as the catch phrase of the congressmen 

to woo their poorer brethren. populist measures such as nationalisation of banks, doing away of the privy 

purse of the erstwhile princely states and policies aimed at employment generation among the illiterate and 

impoverished were embarked upon. Farming sector subsidies in fertilizers, seeds, water for irrigation, electrical 

power and higher prices for farm produce though ended up enriching the land owners and a number of 

9  Ibid., A. Kohli, p. 6.
10   M. Weimar, The struggle for equality: caste in Indian politics, [in:] The Success of India’s Democracy, A. Kohli (ed.), Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 

2001, p. 196.
11  Arguments on industry taken from Ibid., M.M.K. Sardana, p. 3-4



107

peasants.12 distribution of the state’s largesse did not reach the people bottom of the social hierarchy in the 

agriculture sector.

The times of Indira Gandhi

This time period also coincided with the rise of Nehru’s daughter and India’s first female premier Indira 

Gandhi. She rejuvenated her party through the aforementioned programmes and personality cult. Through 

her grit determination and fortitude she successfully managed to concentrate power in her hands. A highly 

controversial figure in independent history of India, Indira Gandhi, is often accused of having silenced her 

critics, corroded the powers of democratic institutions, politicized the bureaucracy and damaged India’s 

unique quasi-federal centre-state relations.13 When the outcry against her politicking grew to unmanageable 

levels she declared “national emergency” which lasted from 1975 to 1977. civil liberties were severely curtailed 

and democracy was relegated to the background. 

The emergency years did temporarily halt the forward march of Indian democracy. Scholars argue that 

despite the apparent weakening of Indian democracy contrary trends were also noticeable. Indians 

overwhelmingly rejected Indira Gandhi’s highhandedness and disregard of democracy. It implied that Indians 

had come to understand their democracy as sacrosanct whose basic character could not be sabotage with, 

irrespective of the popularity of leader, noble history of party, etc. Smaller political parties in India woke up to 

the fact that they had to play a role in protecting democracy. It was interesting to note that communist 

leaning political groupings in spite of their previously ambiguous outlook towards democracy realised the 

importance of civil and political liberty as enshrined in the constitution. They understood the unassailable 

advantages of maintaining democracy. More significantly by emphasising on the poverty in India, Indira 

Gandhi, brought the untold masses into the mainstream of political debate and discourse. This naturally 

broadened the horizons of democracy in the country to focus and address the needs of lower caste Indians.14 

The 1990s was a period of considerable political instability. Within the same decade five elections were 

held. unfortunately the number of poor in India was more than the total population of India in 1947. Indian 

democracy now well into its fifth decade had further crystallised itself in people’s mind and consciousness. A 

political alternative to the congress was keenly sought by the populace. Indians rejected full endorsement of 

either Bharatiya Janata party’s religious extremism or the regionalism of the regional political parties.15

opening of Indian markets and full integration of the country’s economy to global trade was undertaken 

at this time.

India at the dome of the new millenium

The first decade of the new millennia that soon followed was also dominated by the congress. The 

liberalisation phase of the economy was vigorously pursued and India soon came to occupy a prominent role 

in global trade and economy. The previously weak and feeble civil society began to gain a foot-hold in the 

country. large number of social activists and non-governmental organisations emerged who were not afraid 

12  Argument put forth in this paragraph have been taken from ibid., M.M.K. Sardana, p.4-5.
13  Ibid., A. Kohli, p.8.
14  Arguments in this paragraphs taken from Ibid., A. Kohli, p.8
15  Ibid., A. Kohli, p.8
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to take on the might of the state through legal means. The power and outreach of the media also tremendously 

increased. Judicial activism came up as another important instrument in countering the excesses of the 

government. Indian democratic society seemed to have developed its own system of checks and balance to 

monitor the actions of the government and its burgeoning apparatus. Many upper and middle class Indians 

started actively working to giving voices to the downtrodden and passionately champion their cause.

however even after two decades of market led astronomical growth poverty eradication has not truly 

taken off. land grabbing, excessive exploitation of natural recourses and dishonesty is leading to wide-spread 

disillusionment among the people of all classes. Armed and violent communist party of India (Maoist) is 

raging havoc in the forested areas of central India questioning the legitimacy and authority of what they 

perceive as a parasitic state. Maoists activities are said to have affected nine core federal regions of India in 

approximately 160 districts.16 climate change, large-scale unemployment, natural disasters, fuel price hikes etc. 

are further compounding the hardships of an already squeezed and desperate lower and middle classes.

does the pessimistic stand that India’s democratic society can be divided into two with “one India which 

is dominant in market and lags in vote bank and there is another India which lags in market but is strong in vote”,17 

hold any water? Is Indian democracy which is to be faulted or market forces? What accounts for the continuing 

underdeveloped situation of the poor in India?

A mirage of an elites-built democracy?

post-colonial globe saw the advent of budding democracies in developing countries, including India, 

where a small number of elites exercised considerable amount of influence over the democratic system. As 

they had privileged and easy access to instruments of power such as schooling, literacy, finances for election 

campaign, they possessed the know-how to bend political strategies and policies for their own advantage. 

The non-elites till such time they did not grope their way through the maze of democratic institutions or 

gather awareness through civil society campaigns endured the seeming injustice of governance and life.

Noted political economist Elsenhans propounds that “Underdeveloped economies are characterized by the 

simultaneous existence of surplus labour and a surplus of resources that can be appropriated as rents, because the 

marginal product is lower than the cost of subsistence of a labourer and his family. At the same time there is a surplus 

from more productive other labour, which cannot be appropriated in the form of profit for lack of investment 

spending. It is available as rent to be appropriated by non-economic political mechanisms”.18

The Weberian dogma stresses on the need for a highly trained and skilled civil service in the belief that 

the civil servants would perform tasks in keeping with the political and social goals as outlined by others to 

counter under-development. Elsenhans, on the other, adopts a contrasting module for combating 

underdevelopment and ensuring inclusive growth. Instead of faulting democracy he talks of the over reliance 

on administration and reckless forceful extraction of rent as witnessed in the earlier decades of Indian 

democracy. For better functioning of the society there should be lesser dependence on administrative means 

and insignificant rent-seeking ventures. In addition a flourishing independent civil society and self-contained 

market economy would guarantee the successful maintenance of a sustained ‘developed’ situation.19

16  K. Srinivas Reddy, Is the Centre correctly assessing Maoist situation?, [in:] The Hindu, New Delhi, 12 September 2012.
17  Ibid., M.M.K. Sardana, p. 10.
18  H. Elsenhans, Overcoming Rent by Using Rent: the Challenge of Development, [in:] Intervention. Journal of Economic, 1, 2004, p. 88.
19  H. Elsenhans, Global Change and Implications for India, School of International Studies, Jawaharlala Nehru University, Delhi, 1992, p.31. 
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Elsenhans argues that in third world countries post-independence the people who assumed the role of 

decision makers belonged to anti-colonial and anti-imperialist associations. In spite of their western education 

they did not comprehend capitalist system correctly or were swayed by socialist principles.20 

This class did not overcome underdevelopment because internal and domestic contradictions in state 

apparatuses encouraged rents.21 unlike the unsuccessful capitalist entrepreneurs who lose their social standing 

in case of non performance, the member of the state classes continue to preserve their position on account 

of their possessing financial resources, status, power and prestige through political non-market instrument. 

They tried winning over allies in return for protection of their positions against challengers and rivals. For the 

up-keep and maintenance of these webs of social relations available resources were utilized22 and thus lost.

This scenario however cannot continue till perpetuity. This is because as democracy progresses rent 

appropriation will decline gradually and so will the might of the state class. The space that opens up will give 

more room for participative democracy23 and hence usher in a more equitable distribution of state resources.

Challenges of institutional 
and participatory democracy

The proliferation of democracy as guaranteed by the Indian constitution has been phenomenal. 

“panchayati raj” or local self-governance as advocated by Mahatma Gandhi, boasts of 300,000 elected units 

to which more than 3 million members have been elected. A total of 1.2 million women have participated in 

these local bodies as elected representatives.24 The tentacles of Indian democracy have spread far and wide 

not only thanks to state efforts but also on account of a vigilant civil society.

Nevertheless problems in Indian democracy and distribution of wealth are many and manifold. policies as 

such have not been anti-poor in nature but have simply been unable to deliver to the masses because of 

system failures and holes in bureaucracy. Throughout the sixty-odd years of Indian republic negotiations and 

renegotiations between democracy and inclusive development among the various stake holders and social 

groups has served to consolidate democracy itself. policy paralysis, violent Maoist movement, large-scale 

poverty, coalition political bickering, regional problems and slow economic growth, do not in themselves call 

for nondemocratic solutions.25 political class and citizenry in India are in constant state of flux, engagement 

and discovery. The fact that India, among the many African and Asian countries that got their freedom roughly 

around the same time did not lapse into dictatorship or turmoil, goes to show that there are inherent and 

intrinsic strengths and desirability for Indian democracy.

rather than a combative association, democracy and inclusive development in India have a more 

nuanced and entangled unequal relationship. However that is bound to change given the rapid pace of 

urbanisation, mobile technology induced social means of communication and information exchange, and 

decreasing physical gap between urban and rural space, continuous marginalisation of needy Indians is hard 

20  See: ibid., H. Elsenhans, Global Change and Implications for India, p.37- 48
21   H. Elsenhans, The Politico-Economic Basis of the Limits and opportunities of Development Administration under Conditions of Globalization, [in:] The 

Annals of Public Administration Research, 15, 1997, p. 178.
22  Ibid.,H. Elsenhans, The Politico-Economic…p.175.
23  Ibid., H. Elsenhans, The Politico-Economic…p. 178.
24  Ibid., M.M.K. Sardana, p.1.
25  See: ibid. A. Kohli, p.18.
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to imagine. rent appropriation is under constant glare. people are much more enlightened and aware than 

their forefathers. Indian democracy seems to be walking into an exciting phase where people will or are eager 

to take on a more proactive role. If extremist and self-destructive elements are kept at bay, it can be hoped 

that instead of two India(s) of poor and rich, many India(s) truly reflective of its cultural and ethnic vibrancy 

amiably come to the fore. 
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Indian Politics 2012: 
Crisis and Response

By Manoj JOSHI

The united progressive Alliance government came to power for the second time by winning the general 

elections of May 2009. But ever since then, it has been mired by crisis of one kind or another. As a result, the 

government has not been able to fulfill its legislative agenda, which was broadly subsumed under the concept 

of “second generation” reforms - prime Minister Manmohan Singh had, as Finance Minister presided over the 

first generation of reforms in the early 1990s: and many observers felt that the time had come for a new set of 

reforms which would involve, among other things, changes in foreign investment laws relating to banking 

and insurance and reform of the pension system and labour laws. This was, of course, under the larger rubric 

of what the upA termed as “inclusive growth”, an idea that included the concept of strong social welfare 

programmes to underpin the social shock that would accompany economic reform. 

After almost three years marked by a series of charges of corruption, some going back to the upA 1’s 

tenure, the upA 2 has begun to take up the reform agenda by opening up foreign direct investment in multi-

brand and single-brand retail, aviation and broadcasting, as well as acting to end subsidies in the price of fuel 

which was creating a dangerous situation with regard to the fiscal deficit. 

India will have a general election by May 2014. Given the nature of the parliamentary system, this 

election could also take place earlier. Given the current trends, it’s clear that no one party is likely to 

secure a majority. Indeed, the trends suggest that both the major “national” parties - the Bharatiya Janata 

party (BJp), which heads the National democratic Alliance (NdA) coalition and the congress party - are likely 

to face erosion at the polls. This implies that regional formations are likely to do better and could well determine 

the shape of the next government, if not actually lead the coalitions that constitute it. It is possible, of course, 

that the coalitions that emerge feature a regional formation at the head, but drawing on the support of the 

BJp or the congress. 
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currently, however, an enormous amount of turbulence has taken place because of the prospect of 

elections. The uproar over a slew of corruption issues have been topped by the poor showing of the congress 

party in a number of key state assembly elections  in early 2012.  In punjab state, the congress had a setback 

when it failed unexpectedly to win the assembly, the party performed poorly in the uttar pradesh poll and 

managed to win in uttarakhand by a narrow margin.1 This has been capped by a new scandal on the allotment 

of coal mining rights which was severely criticized by the comptroller and Auditor General of India. The 

resulting agitation saw the opposition preventing the normal functioning of parliament through the Monsoon 

session in August 2012 and introducing an air of crisis in the country. 

There is a grouping of parties that are not interested in elections taking place before the scheduled time, 

while others feel that the earlier the election takes place the better. Among the parties that want the general 

election to take place early are the Trinamul congress which swept the state assembly polls of West Bengal in 

April-May 2011 and the Samajwadi party which did the same in uttar pradesh in April 2012. The calculation for 

both of them is fairly simple - they feel that the electoral trend is with them and as time goes by there will be 

erosion. While parties like the BahujanSamaj party and the congress which fared poorly in up and West 

Bengal feel that delay will help them. The BJp is in a peculiar position where there are those who believe that 

immediate elections will benefit them, while another section believes that unless the party has worked out 

some important inner party issues relating to leadership. 

2009 elections

Many reasons were adduced for the excellent performance of the congress party in the election. In 

securing 206 seats in the lower house of parliament, the lok Sabha, the congress was the first party since 1991 

to cross the 200 figure, even so it did not reach the magical 272 (in a house of 543)  which would enable the 

party to form a government on its own. In 2004, it had just 145 seats in the lok Sabha. While the pre-election 

rhetoric figured issues like the ram Temple, terrorism, caste and regional considerations, the performance of 

the congress and the upA coalition it heads, indicated that the outcome was determined by larger national 

trends, rather than narrow regional or single-issue considerations. 

The BJp’ confused campaign, which, among other things flirted with its hindutva past, was not able to 

recapture the legacy it had gotten from its 1999-2004 tenure under prime minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee. The 

result was that the party got just 116 seats, down from the 137 it had in the 2004 elections – the party’s best 

performance has seen it get 189 seats in 1998. The other big losers in 2009 were the left which had left the upA 

coalition in 2008 on the issue of the Indo-uS nuclear deal. The left ended up with 24 seats, as against the 59 they 

had held in 2004 after being routed in their West Bengal and kerala citadels. The election saw the emergence of 

the Trinamul congress (TMc) party, which was the key factor in the defeat of the left Front in West Bengal. 

The economic boom2 certainly influenced the voting of the young, educated middle class which voted 

in large numbers for the upA. While in the rural areas the congress reaped the benefit of the massive 

rs 70,000 crore loan waiver it offered to farmers and the new National rural Employment Guarantee 

(NrEGA) scheme.

1 V. Ramakrishnan, Election Shocks, [in:]Frontline, Chennai, April 6, 2012 pp. 4-7. 
2  Table 1: GDP Growth – Actual and Projected [in:] Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister, Economic Outlook for 2010/11, New Delhi, July 2010 p.6. 

It shows that growth had been over 9% for three out of the five years beginning 2005-6. 
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years of scandals

unfortunately for the upA, the very years it assumed office 

under a greater mandate, it was tripped up by a slew of scandals, 

many of them with roots in the first upA government.3 Three sets 

of scams involving political leaders surfaced in 2010 – that linked to 

the ongoing commonwealth Games, the Adarsh housing society 

issue and the scam relating to the sale of 2G spectrum, which was 

joined by what is called the coalgate scam that surfaced in 2012.4 In all 

three prominent political figures were involved and were seen to be in 

cahoots with powerful officials and civil servants to make money and gain 

other advantage for themselves and their associates.

In the case of 2G, the allotment of spectrum for mobile services was so structured 

that it favoured a clutch of companies who are alleged to have paid off a number of 

politicians, including the then minister in charge of the department. In the case of the coal 

allotments, an opaque process of allotment of mining blocks was adopted that seems to have favoured 

businessmen unconnected to the mining business, but close to important politicians. 

While misuse of authority and corruption are not in themselves unique, what was striking about the 2G 

and coalgate affair was the nexus it revealed between politicians and businessmen. As an article in New york 

Times noted that India had developed a brazen style of crony capitalism that has enabled politicians and their 

friends to reap huge profits by gaining control of vast swaths of the country’s natural resources, often for nothing.5

This led to the rise of an anticorruption movement which targeted the government and the political class. 

Some opposition parties like the BJp have sought to ride on the back of these movements to gain advantage 

against the congress. But the movements themselves have presented themselves as being anti-politician and 

have not welcomed politicians into their fold. For its part, the government sought to co-opt the movements 

led by social reformer Anna hazare and yoga guru, Baba randev and sought to maneuver itself into a position 

of being seen as a fighter against corruption. But this strategy did not work.6

As a result of the scams and the investigations into them, several top politicians were arrested and had to 

spend time in jails. But a year after it peaked, the anti-corruption movement seems to have waned. While 

Baba ramdev continues to organize protest, the Anna hazare movement seems to have split between those 

following Arvind kejriwal, who believe that the time has come for their India Against corruption movement 

to morph into a political party and those under Anna hazare who think politics is anathema.

3 M. Joshi, Pills that won’t cure the government’s ills, [in:] Mail Today, New Delhi, July 13, 2011.
4  All the scandals have been covered extensively in the Indian media. The official reports relating to them are High Level Committee [on the] Commonwealth 

Games, 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th & 6th report accessed in www.india.gov.in/high_level/highlevel.htm.; Report of the Comptroller and Auditor General of India 
for the year ending March 2011, Adarsh Cooperative Housing Society, Union Government (Defence Services), New Delhi, No 11 of 2011-12.; Report of 
the Comptroller and Auditor General of India for the year ending March 2010, Performance Audit Report on the issue of licences and allocation of 2G 
spectrum by the Department of Telecommunications, Ministry of Communications and Information Technology, New Delhi Union Government (Civil) 
No 19 of 2010-2011 (Performance Audit). Report of the Comptroller and Auditor General of India, Draft Performance Audit, Allocation of  Coal Blocks and 
Augmentation of Coal Production by Coal India Limited, New Delhi Union Government (Commercial) No--- of 2011-12 (Performance Audit).  

5  V. Bajaj & J. Yardley, Scandal Poses a Riddle: Will India ever be able to tackle corruption, [in:] International Herald Tribune, Hyderabad September 15, 2012 p.1.
6  Corruption has a strange typology in India. It ranges from outright bribe and payoffs to more subtle ways in which influential elements of society enrich 

themselves. See: A. Pethe, V. Tandel, S. Gandhi, Unravelling the Anatomy of Legal Corruption: Focusing on ‘Honest Graft’ by Politicians, Economic & Political 
Weekly Mumbai, May 26, 2012 vol. XLVII No 21 pp. 55-62. 
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The economic crisis

While political enfeeblement arising from corruption scandals and election 

defeats is not unusual, what is different about the current crisis in India is the fact 

that it is interlaced with an economic crisis which has both external and internal 

dimensions. The external element was in everyone’s mind. The prime Minister’s 

Economic Advisory council noted that the combination of worsening 

international conditions, particularly the crisis in the Eurozone and the difficult 

domestic political situation seemed to have combined to slow the recovery in 

infrastructure investment [in India]. After surveying the deteriorating position 

of the various sectors of the Indian economy, the EAc revised its growth 

forecast for 2011-12 to 7.1%, down from its July 2011 estimate of 8.2%.7

When the council looked at the economy again in February 2012, it 

was even more disappointed. This time, it correctly pinpointed the domestic 

sources of the economic downturn such as the decline in domestic natural 

gas and coal output and the poor performance of the manufacturing sector. It 

concluded that: 

a. investment demand has become a source of serious concern; 

b.  the textile industry where we should have a comparative advantage has industry-specific 

problems

c.  weak domestic demand and output seem to characterize even areas such as durable consumer 

goods and non durables such as apparel. 

clearly, it concluded that government needed to find the right solution so as to restore the economy to a 

higher growth path.8

The council report did not capture the daily elements of the crisis – the rising price of fuel which the 

state-owned oil importing companies were not able to recover from the consumer because of government 

mandated subsidies. This had a cause-effect relationship with the value of the rupee which kept on declining 

against the dollar from a high of rs 50 or so to the dollar to rs 55-57. The weakening rupee only added to the 

cost of imports of oil and other commodities. 

Political crisis of 2012

It was this economic crisis that gave birth to the political crisis of 2012. one effect of the period 2010-2012 

when scandal after scandal came out and ruined the reputation of the upA government, was that virtually all 

policy making came to an end. The upA leadership was in disarray and busy coping with the fallout of the 

corruption issue. The bureaucracy was in a funk because it felt that to take a decision was to risk being 

investigated in the future. The result was a paralysis of policy making, which allowed the fiscal situation to drift 

and the government found itself unable to take decisions that would rectify the situation. 

7 Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister, Review of the Economy, 2011/12, New Delhi February 2012, p.1 and 5. 
8 Economic Advisory Council to the Prime Minister, Economic Outlook 2012/13, New Delhi, August 2012, pp 3-4. 
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Just how punch-drunk the government was became evident at the end of 2011 

when the government sought to bring in reform by inviting foreign direct investment 

in retail - 51% in multibrand and 100% for single brand. But by announcing this on 

the eve of the parliament session, the government encouraged the ensuing 

uproar which forced it to hold the measures in abeyance. 

In September 2012, following threats that the country’s credit rating 

would be downgraded to junk grade, the government moved once 

again and announced that it would permit 51% or majority holding for 

global firms like Walmart to operate in companies with Indian partners 

as well as permit single-brand sellers like Ikea to set up 100% owned 

stores in the country. In addition, the government announced measures 

to encou rage FdI in airlines and broadcasting, as well as a sale of 

government stakes in four state-owned companies.9

This step came along with an increase in diesel pricing. For more than 

a year, diesel prices had remained unchanged leading to huge losses by 

state owned companies that import petroleum. 

Both these measures triggered off a political crisis with a key constituent of the 

upA leaving the coalition. on September 21, 2012, the Trinamul congress party which 

has 19 seats in the lokSabha left the upA2 Alliance, reducing it to a minority. This action 

came in the wake of massive protests by almost the entire opposition against the government 

decision to open retail to foreign direct investment and reduced the subsidy on diesel prices. 

however, the upA government did not appear to be over concerned at these developments. In great measure 

this has to do with numbers in parliament and the political dynamics of the current situation. In terms of 

numbers, the upA loss of the 19 TMc votes, is more than made up by two allies who have not been a formal 

part of the coalition, but have nevertheless been supporting it from outside. These are the Samajwadi party 

which swept the state assembly elections in uttar pradesh in April 2012, and the party it defeated, the Bahujan 

Samaj party (BSp). The two have 22 and 21 seats respectively in the lok Sabha and, along with a number of 

independent lok Sabha members, can easily plug the gap caused by the exit of the TMc. 

The real issue, however, is the current political dynamics. The BSp is not interested in the collapse of the 

upA 2 government because a lok Sabha election right now would give its rival Sp the advantage, since the 

latter has just swept the state assembly election. While the latter would not mind an election, it has to factor 

in the fact that it may need the assistance of the congress if it is to have a shot at forming the union 

government in New delhi following the 2014 elections. As for the main opposition party, the BJp, it is internally 

divided and has not been able to make up its mind as to who it will project as its prime ministerial candidate 

in 2014. The man whose name has come up, Narendra Modi, the chief minister of Gujarat has been associated 

with the Gujarat Muslim pogrom of 2002 and may not be acceptable to the other constituents of the national 

poll alliance led by the BJp called the National democratic Alliance. 

9  Reuters, Govt allows FDI multi-brand retail, aviation in bold reform push, http://in.reuters.com/article/2012/09/14/india-economy-retail-fdi-reform-
idINDEE88D08M20120914
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Conclusion

As of now eighteen months are left before the scheduled date of the next general elections in 2014. This 

is the reality that the ruling coalition and the opposition parties must contend with. This period offers the 

possibility of redemption for the congress-led alliance which has wasted three long years through its policy 

of masterly inactivity. 

In politics as in life often, timing is everything. critics may argue that the upA2 should have acted earlier 

and that they only struck back only when their backs were to the wall. In the end, whether by design or 

accident, they acted at the right time. For them to have taken these measures last year at the height of the 

anti-corruption movement, and on the eve of important state assembly polls, would have been foolhardy. 

likewise, this year they needed to hold their fire till the presidential and vice-presidential elections were out 

of the way. Finally they acted when the anti-corruption movement had reached its nadir, no significant state 

assembly poll (barring the Gujarat where the congress tally has only one way to go, up) and the hemorrhaging 

fuel costs had reached a point where the country’s credit rating would get a ‘junk’ status. 

The upA now has time and the question really is whether it can use this effectively. As of now the coalition 

has been smart to front-load reform measures that were being opposed tooth and nail by the opposition - 

FdI in retail, broadcasting, aviation, an increase in diesel prices, and an effort to cap the lpG subsidy. This has 

been followed in rapid fire movement by Finance Minister chidambaram’s signal that the taxation regime will 

once again become investor friendly and that the government would now begin moving on its agenda to 

carry out strategic disinvestment from select public sector companies. Issues like banking or insurance reform 

are problematic because they require a change of the current law and the balance of power in parliament, 

especially the upper house is not a comfortable one for the upA2 and trying to move such changes would 

inevitably encourage the opposition to get together against the government. 

Eighteen months are clearly not enough to get the economy on the high growth path howsoever urgently 

the government acts. This is especially since the external situation remains dismal. Europe is still teetering on  

the brink and the American economy remains anaemic. oil prices continue to remain high and inflation is still 

a concern enough to ensure that the rBI is not lowering the interest rates.  But what is important is that the 

upA has at least revealed a blueprint for the kind of India it wants and, more important, the upA seems 

determined at last to act on that blueprint instead of merely waving it around. The opposition, on the other 

hand, has no blueprint or scheme; it just seems to only revel in negativism.

The BJp, the party that strongly supported FdI, the Indo-uS nuclear deal and disinvestment when it led the 

ruling National democratic Alliance coalition has become a bitter opponent of all three policies. No one knows 

what the party stands for today. All we hear from its leaders is an endless tirade against the congress and the upA. 

The politics of India is now at an interesting new phase where a collection of regional and caste-

based parties sense opportunity to move ahead, while the three major national formations – here we 

include the Left in the category - seek to retain their clout. The problem with these regional and caste 

formations is that their traction is limited. Examples are Ms Mayawati and the BSp. They have sought to enhance 

the footprint of their party across the nation. conventional wisdom would have suggested that she would 

succeed since dalits are a pan-Indian phenomenon, and the BSp is well-funded and has leader who has 

developed a national presence and has a certain charisma among the dalits. But the BSp has failed to make 

headway. In a more desultory way, the TMc is playing the same game by trying to establish a presence in 
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other states. The Samajwadi party has managed some voter support in distant Mumbai, based on migrants, 

but that’s all. The Janata dal (united) may hearken to the old Janata party, but it is in essence a Bihari formation 

and likely to remain that way. As for the dravidians, their appeal remains confined to Tamil Nadu and 

puducherry.

With the weakness of the national formations, we have seen the emergence of these regional satraps 

who can pull in 20-50 seats in the lok Sabhaand are all hoping to be crowned king, or be the king-maker. And 

this is what is really adding turbulence to the Indian political system. 

This vast and divergent India needs a leadership which is able to deal with issues on a national basis and 

perspective. only two formations are in that game, the congress-led upA and the BJp-led NdA grouping. As 

of now, the former has, after a period of stasis begun to delineate its political programme and act on it with 

some vigour. Whether it can continue to do so, is a matter of speculation. however, the latter seems unable 

to come up with a clear cut alternate programme and its policy seems to be limited to opposing everything 

that the upA proposes. Such a strategy is risky and is unlikely to pay any dividends on election day 2014.
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NExT LEFT, NExT EUROPE

In 2009, FEPS launched a call for papers addressing PhD and PhD candidates to 

elaborate on how they saw Europe in a decade, within the framework of its [Next Left] 

programme, run under the leadership of former Austrian Chancellor Alfred GUSENBAUER. 

The first release of Queries contains a selection of the most interesting pieces, of whose 

authors became founding members of FEPS Young Academics Network.

Contents: Future of Social Europe | Changing European Society | Green Agenda for 

a Sustainable Europe | Europe of Democracy and Civic Participation | International 

Responsibility of Europe in a Global Age

ThE NExT WAvE OF EMANCIPATION

Since the beginning FEPS has been strongly involved in a debate on gender 

equality, which in fact was one of the very first projects that it established. This issue 

reviews the history of the struggle for gender equality in national member states, in 

Europe and elaborates on the progressive agenda for the future.

Contents: Gender sensitive, progressive Europe | A commitment that arises from a 

century struggle | Stronger from the past, encouraging experiences | The next agenda 

for changing society

WhAT COMES BEFORE, WhAT COMES NExT
A tribute to Tony JUDT

Queries serving as a guideline in selecting themes and articles that pose the most 

crucial questions and can stimulate an intellectual debate, it comes with no surprise 

that this issue commemorates late Tony Judt and his work. As Ernst STETTER, FEPS 

Secretary General writes, the last book of Tony Judt, “Ill Fares the Land”, poses an extra-

ordinary challenge. This very particular intellectual testament of an outstanding 

academic and universalist socialist encompasses a fair, though bitter, assessment of 

today’s world. It touches upon the mission that a renewed social democracy must 

embark upon in order to reverse the negative processes corroding our societies, through 

respecting all the achievements of past generations and being optimistic about the 

chances for the progressives to succeed in the future. This motivated the title of this issue.
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ASIA: WhAT’S NExT? 
AN INDIAN PERSPECTIvE

It is commonly repeated that the post-War order belongs to the past, as it no longer 

mirrors reality and its institutional set-up has proven incapable to respond to the 

challenges of the modern times. Beyond any doubt, the groups of so called “BRICS” 

countries will play a crucial role in writing the next chapter of global governance – 

which is why the attention of FEPS is given to one of them, India. Resulting from a study 

visit that took place in Spring 2011, the issue features articles by respective Indian high-

level authors, who kindly share their views on 4 themes.

Contents: Asian Spring: Promoting Diversity and Democracy | India in Shaping its 

future | A world player in the making | China: Reshaping the Status Quo

ThE NExT gLOBAL DEAL

New answers seem indispensible in times in which people lose their confidence in 

international institutions, their governments and politicians in general. Their detachment 

and scepticism about politics can be overcome once the democratic rules are put back 

in place, as far as global governance and European decision making processes are 

concerned. The disastrous consequences of the recent financial, economic and social 

crisis exposed the bankruptcy of today’s’ world order, dominated by neo-liberal 

ideologies. Its inability to respond to global challenges makes it inadequate for the 21st 

century. But recognising this is not enough; Europe and the world need a new, feasible 

agenda. For FEPS this is both a challenge and a chance to present our NEXT Global Deal.

Contents: Preface by Joseph E. STIGLITZ | Regulating and taxing the system | 

The New Global Deal | A new political economic response | Conference Report

NExT LEFT: SOCIAL PROgRESS IN 21ST CENTURY

A decade into the new century, Europe is beset by a striking mood of social 

pessimism. 49% of EU citizens believe they will be worse off in 20 years time, with 

majo-rities perceiving the rise of emerging economies as direct threats to their living 

standards. Such anxiety presents a particularly debilitating political problem for social 

democracy. Historically, the promise of social progress has been a powerful force in all 

of its projects, and a corner-stone to the movement’s political offer. Overwhelming 

disbelief in the primacy of political ideas and the ability of politicians to make a 

difference has translated into voter resignation and subsequently to widespread 

withdrawal from political life. 

The contributions to this issue of Queries are the result of a symposium that took 

place in London in March this year as a joint contribution to the FEPS Next Left research 

programme and Policy Network – Wiardi Beckman Stichting Amsterdam Process. 
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ThE NExT MISSION OF COSMOPOLITAN SOCIAL DEMOCRACY

The metamorphosis of international relations brought about by the processes of 

globalisation on the one hand and the global financial crisis on the other, have thrown 

up a devise set of questions within the left around progressive internationalism and 

outward facing political and economic integration. In this dialectic, the concept of 

cosmopolitanism has come under fire. Therefore this issue of “Queries”, emerging from 

the research concluded within a FEPS Next Left – Policy Network & Wiardi Beckman 

Stichting Amsterdam Process cooperation, surveys different perspectives; taking on 

board criticisms of “progressive cosmopolitanism” it outlines some synopsis for the new 

mission based on a new understanding of internationalism.

Contents: Contemporary Cosmopolitanism | Entrapments of the Cosmopolitan 

Agenda | Building a Cosmopolitan Society | Formulating New Cosmopolitan Space.

ThE NExT WOMENS’S MOvE

Emancipation of women has been a core part of the progressive ideology. Despite 

this proud tradition, the women’s agenda is gradually being claimed by conservatives 

and right wing extremist parties. This is high time to answer in a bold and decisive 

manner – and hence this issue of “Queries”, which was launched on 8th March 2012, 

shows deliberations on constructs of modern truly feminist cause. Bringing together 

European and American scholars, the volume presents aims that need to be achieved 

by pro-gressives worldwide if they are to champion equality in the 21st century and 

reiterate their own “raison d’être”. Among the specific themes, a prominent space is given 

to the question of domestic work. “Queries” proudly present the campaign “12 by 12”, 

which materials have kindly been provided by ITUC – International Trade Unions’ 

Confederation.

Contents: Emancipating Contemporary Women – Recognising the Value of 

Domestic Work | Responding to Anxieties – Justifying Women’s Migration | Regaining 

Women’s Support – Vanquishing Right Wing Populism | Defending Progressive Feminism 

– Inspiring the Next Wave
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Democracy: Taking the Next Turn

The upcoming European elections are being awaited in Brussels with very mixed emotions. On one 
hand, there is a fear that the current ways of dealing with the impacts of the global crisis has made 
the European Union appear in the public opinion as synonymous to a technocratic tool for 
management of austerity measures. Imposed by a conservative majority, these policies further 
deteriorate not only the values on which the integration process was built, such as solidarity, but also 
destroys the confidence that a united Europe can ever again deliver on the pledges of peace, 
prosperity and progress – for which it was established. On the other hand, there is hope that the 
elections of 2014 will be seen by voters as a pan-European referendum. Foremost the progressives 
anticipate, that it could be a turning point in which citizens from across the continent would reiterate, 
that despite the current developments, they still believe in the European project and demand a 
profound change of its direction – shifting to policies leading to a real Social Europe.

The hope is furthermore anchored in certain phenomena that have recently been observed on both 
the European and national levels. First of all, the issue of “Europe” has recently entered more in the 
political discourses of national campaigns, for example, this year during the elections in France and 
the Netherlands. The fact that the EU and its decisions affect everyday lives of all and are in fact not 
at all foreign, but are considered more and more as domestic issues. This will most likely transform 
the European elections from what is now a “2nd order vote” – and hence will require a different 
approach from the political families. It is not an unaware citizen that they need to educate to be able to 
vote – it is an ambivalent disenchanted citizen that they need to convince to attract to cast the vote. 
The Lisbon Treaty and its provisions offer a number of possibilities to do so, if only European political 
families prove themselves keen to further politicise the question of Europe’s future and enter into a 
new framework of transnational intra-partisan competition. 

Secondly, the ongoing discussion on the institutional architecture of the European Union has 
highlighted certain dilemmas. Next to traditional criticism on insufficient democratic legitimacy and 
inadequate fulfilment of the principle of democratic representation by different EU institutions, there 
are new issues approaching. Among this comes about the question of who is leading the EU project, 
which is being more and more claimed by singular larger states operating through in an 
intergovernmental way. Derivative from that is a matter of enhanced cooperation, which gives a 
space for deliberation on creating eventually new institutions for euro-zone only. Such an approach 
would not only induce further multi-speeding in Europe, but potentially will fragment the historical 
integration based on the backbone of economic governance.

This Queries volume looks at the above mentioned questions with an ambition to provide stronger 
rooting to the progressive families’ hopes towards 2014. The angle taken is one that builds on the 
research of European democracy, bringing the debate to a new level. Such terms as: governance, 
legitimacy and deliberative process shall gain adequately modern understanding, and hence the 
title of the issue. It is composed of 4 Chapters and made of 12 articles, which were written by European, 
American and Asian authors – and all make a pledge for the progressives to break the fatalistic political 
determinism and use 2014 in order to offer a feasible, distinctive political alternative.

 Ania SKRZYPEK, FEPS Senior Research Fellow – Managing Editor of “Queries”


