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DEBATING THE UNION’S PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY AND 

THE EUROPEAN CONSTITUTION 

 

1. A timely debate 

 

It is both a pleasure and a challenge to synthesize such a rich debate. I will try to 

do it in five steps. But let me start by highlighting what I consider to be the 

consensus. 

 

First consensus: it a very timely debate and everybody should congratulate the 

European Economic and Social Committee for having taken up the issue of 

participatory democracy. There was an agreement that the challenge of 

democratic legitimacy will remain irrespective of the fate of the European 

Constitution. 

 

There are three main reasons for this. First, there is a normative position by 

which we have to live up to our normative standards. Second, political events, 

such as the upcoming enlargement, the expanding competences of the Union, 

the reform of the welfare state and security - among others - will make this issue 

even more imperative and, third, public opinion will become ever more 

demanding. 

 

Second consensus: we should unite in an effort to make the Constitution work. 

The draft Constitution gives us a direction and establishes some principles and 

rights. Yet like many Constitutions, the text is not self-explanatory and 

therefore subject to interpretation. We should therefore discuss the various ways 

of interpreting it. Furthermore, principles always need to be translated into 

practice. 
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Third consensus: we are all in favour of participatory democracy. But I 

hesitate because the consensus may be just on the surface. Conventional 

wisdom would tell us that there should be a broad agreement on the need to 

introduce participatory democracy in the European Union. Nevertheless, my 

understanding of the debates does not entirely support this statement. 

 

2. The analytical view 

 

I tried to find out whether or not there is a shared understanding of what is the 

essence of participatory democracy and how to translate it into practice. To 

stimulate a still ongoing debate, which will undoubtedly continue beyond this 

conference, I will present an analytical view of this debate. After all, providing 

analytical insight is the task, and hopefully the strength, of a political scientist. 

My intention is to reconstruct the debate in a way that allows us to distinguish 

between various concepts and I will try to present them as ideal types to make 

clearer the differences between them. 

 

Why then is it necessary to reconstruct the discussion? I believe that it is 

necessary because all the arguments that were presented during the debate are 

rooted in divergent philosophical thinking, which responds to different needs 

and demands linked to the problems of today. I will therefore look at the 

building blocks of the different concepts of participatory democracy. 

 

First question: What are the reasons to call for participatory democracy in the 

European Union? What are the deficiencies of the present system? What are the 

needs and what are the demands? 
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Second question: what is the understanding, mainly implicit, of what 

democracy is about? What is the democratic added value of participatory 

democracy?  

 

Third question: how should participatory democracy in the European Union be 

designed? What are the appropriate strategies? These strategies concern, in 

particular, the legitimate actors, the role ascribed to those actors and the 

appropriate means and instruments of decision-making. 

 

I will present four competing concepts, ideal types, which differ according to 

two main dimensions. 

 

The first dimension relates to a famous definition of democracy: democracy is 

government of the people, by the people, and for the people. From this derives 

the common differentiation between input and output legitimacy. In the past, the 

mainstream debate on European democracy emphasised good government in 

terms of high performance. In other words it stressed "output legitimacy". A 

more recent debate puts an emphasis on involving the people to decide and take 

responsibilities for what they define as being their interest. The attention has 

clearly shifted to "input legitimacy". 

 

The second differentiation relates to the question: who should be the active 

part? Is it the institutions of the state - be it national governments or EU 

institutions - which take the initiative, or is society the agent of change – be it 

through interest groups or social movements? These elements should be clearly 

distinguished while following the four models I am about to present. 
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3. Participatory democracy: Competing concepts why we need it, what 

it delivers, and how it should be designed. 

 

Referring to yesterday's presentations, I call the first model "Communicating 

Europe". It is said that a different approach is needed because of public 

disenchantment with Europe: people feel disconnected, uninformed and not 

involved. In order to bring added value, the objective is therefore to "make 

Europe more relevant to its citizens", "to regenerate a European spirit" and "to 

give incentive for a shared willingness to bring forward the European project". 

 

What are then the appropriate means? First of all, improved mass 

communication supplemented with openness and transparency, which will help 

people understand what Europe and its policies are about. Second, it implies the 

involvement of stakeholders in the policy framing and in the implementation 

process. 

 

Beyond that, there is no interference with the structure of society, neither any 

changes envisaged in the relation between the public and the private sphere. 

Civil society is considered to be equivalent to the multitude of intermediary 

organisations that are so typical in any pluralistic and democratic society. 

 

Civil society organisations will raise their voice; they will be consulted and are 

present in the public space. Affirmative action has to be taken, not because there 

is a general crisis of democracy, but because of the specific deficiencies in the 

EU system, which are often referred to as the "European democratic deficit". 

Hence, an effort should be made to bring Europe closer to the people. 
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Referring again to the presentations of today and yesterday, I call the second 

model "Mobilising Civil Society Resources". In this case, participatory 

democracy is considered to be a promising way of facing the challenges and 

meeting the needs of our time. These are linked to the challenges arising from 

economic transformation and the restructuring of our societies, and their 

consequences, the dismantling of the European welfare state, the achievement 

of an internationally recognised competitiveness, which are among the 

requirements of globalisation, etc. 

 

Better performance can only be achieved by a strategy of social and cultural 

innovation which goes beyond efficient economic management. Dialogue and 

partnership are well-tried instruments for the mobilisation of endogenous 

resources. In this concept, the emphasis is placed on output legitimacy. 

Democracy stands for governance for the people: improved economic 

performance will enhance social equity and political acceptability. This culture 

of partnership is then closely linked to the culture of joint problem-solving. The 

appropriate means of such an endeavour are to introduce partnership for change, 

a new neo-corporatist strategy, building on and expanding social dialogue to 

include civil dialogue. 

 

I think this is part of the Irish experience which has been presented here, and it 

is a strategy, complementary to established corporatist patterns, which is well in 

line with representative democracy. 

 

The open question raised concerning this model refers to the nature of civil 

dialogue in relation to political decision-making. Another question concerned 

the appropriate means and level of decision-making. Should the regional, the 

national or the European level have precedence? Furthermore, what are the 
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criteria for legitimate participation? 

 

The third model could be called "Lean Government and Self-Regulation". In 

the plenary discussion only two interventions supported that model.  

 

From a neo-liberal point of view, welfare democracies are plagued with two 

deficiencies. The first is the dilemma of collective action, which results in both 

ungovernability and political and economic inefficiency. The second deficiency 

relates to the protection of vested interests by powerful actors, which threatens 

efficient and fair allocation of resources. 

 

Consequently, a well functioning democracy, working for the people, requires 

the dismantling of corporatist structures and liberating governments of the 

suffocating embrace of organised private interest groups. Civil society has to be 

strengthened in order to become the watchdog of good governance. Thus, the 

main focus is on transparency and accountability, which together ensure a well-

functioning political market. A free press and vibrant public space are the best 

expression and guardians of an active civil society. 

 

Furthermore, another task for civil society is to contribute to the development of 

a plurality of associations, which is a cornerstone of an active democratic life. 

This plurality of associations is needed not just for political dialogue but also as 

an instrument of self-regulation. Consequently, private initiative, responsibility 

and self-regulation are, for a liberal, democracy at its best. 

 

The appropriate middle way, which has been suggested by the few voices 

supporting this model during the conference, is to be rather critical of expanding 
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the social dialogue to the civil dialogue, and to place more emphasis on 

decision-making efficiency than on involving more actors. In addition, 

subsidiarity should come first. Thus the main concern of the model in question 

lies with the input legitimacy based on the responsibility of the individual 

citizen. 

 

The last model, and most of the speakers during this conference referred 

implicitly to it, is what I would call "Democratising Democracy". 

 

There has been a very convincing plea as to why it is needed. The starting point 

is the crisis in the understanding of representative democracy - not just the 

democratic deficit of the European Union. It is a general malaise, so to speak. 

 

In part, it results from the oligarchic de-formation of party government; it is 

caused by the arduous task of adapting to globalisation. Dismantling the welfare 

state overburdens the system of representative democracy. There is growing 

disenchantment concerning the problem-solving capacity of government, a trend 

towards political consumerism, and fading allegiance to organizations like 

political parties and trade unions that used to be the cornerstones of 

representative democracy.  

 

Last but not least, the discussion referred to the increasing demands of the 

neglected minorities, who want to have a voice and influence. So the added 

value of participatory democracy is "the twin sister of representative 

democracy". One will not thrive without the other. Participation in that model is 

an end in itself. Democratic engagement is a virtue and the democratic spirit is a 
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social achievement which should be revitalised again and again. 

 

Therefore, civil dialogue is considered first and foremost as an instrument to 

revitalise civil society, to encourage more social interaction and to create an 

open and trans-national public space, which together form the prerequisite for a 

European wide civil society. A trans-national public space and a vibrant Pan-

European civil society would therefore be the very basis for a thriving European 

democracy. Participatory democracy is a bottom up process of raising voice 

rather than a top down one of granting consultation rights. 

 

This concept is clearly input-oriented and rests on a shared understanding that 

democracy is a social endeavour based on communication and social 

transaction.  

 

The strategy geared towards investing in such a model of participatory 

democracy is, among others, to invest in political capital. A first step is to 

endow citizens with the right of access and a voice. The Constitutional Treaty 

(art. 46) makes such a first step. But further investments are needed in order to 

build political capital. These include strategies of capacity building which 

should empower citizens to get organised, to have the capability to raise their 

voice and to have the potential to find resonance in a wider audience. And, last 

but not least, the idea is that one should provide opportunities so that people can 

experience their common concerns, the European interests that they share, 

which eventually will lead to the building of a European identity. 

 

I think this is the most ambitious interpretation and project concerning 

participatory democracy. I got the impression that many of those who presented 

their views here are close to this kind of interpretation of participatory 
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democracy. It is clearly input oriented and it is based on a shared understanding 

that democracy is a social endeavour based on communication and social 

transaction - not just an individual affair. 

 

4. Does the European Constitution promote participatory democracy? 

 

The differentiation between four different conceptions of “participatory 

democracy” is not just for academic use. It gives a guideline for the political 

discussion on the merits of article 46 of the Constitutional Treaty. It shows that 

the question, whether or not the European Constitution promotes participatory 

democracy, cannot be answered easily. The answer, rather, depends on what 

kind of image of participatory democracy you want to advance.  

 

Reading article 46 with the different conceptions of participatory democracy in 

mind makes it obvious that the text is open to divergent interpretations. This 

puts the on-going debate in a new perspective. Instead of aiming at consensus, a 

conference like this should strive for dispute. Proponents of participatory 

democracy should be asked to give good reasons why strengthening 

representative democracy at the national and the European level will not suffice 

to meet our standards of efficient and legitimate governance. To what end 

should participatory democracy be introduced? What are the appropriate means 

to achieve these objectives? Stakeholders and experts will have divergent 

normative preferences and different views about how to put the principle of 

participatory democracy into practice. 

 

5. The EESC: An activator for Europe’s participatory democracy? 
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Finally, what should be the role of the European Economic and Social 

Committee? Could and should the EESC be the activator of Europe’s 

participatory democracy? Before answering this question we have to define 

what should be the reference model. I suggest that it should be the model of 

“Democratising Democracy” for two reasons: it was most often referred to in 

this conference and it is the most ambitious concept. 

 

The debate had its strength and weaknesses. First of all, the EESC should be 

praised for staging the debate and taking initiatives to actually promote civil 

society involvement in EU affairs. Since the EESC has to cope with given 

institutional structures, the approach has been incremental and pragmatic. 

Furthermore, vested interests make it difficult to call in question its own 

institutional mission and change agreed principles of representation. 

 

In order to be provocative, I want to call for a thorough reflection of the 

functional position of the EESC in today’s institutional architecture of the 

European Union. Such a reflection might end up in a redefinition of its 

traditional role. The EESC is an institution that, in two main aspects, is 

reflecting a historic mission that is outdated. 

 

Firstly, it is representing functional interests with an emphasis on the social 

partners. This is a reflection of the past when the European Union was still an 

economic enterprise and the capital-labour conflict was the main "fault line" in 

all Member States. Today, the European Union is more encompassing in scope 

and additional and different "fault lines" are relevant for the political process 

within an individual Member State. 

 

Secondly, the membership and the selection procedure reflect an “inter-
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national” approach, since Committee members are appointed by the Council on 

a proposal from Member State governments, and represent national 

organisations only. In the past, this formula contributed to enhance cooperation 

and integration of social actors. But it does not reflect the level of social 

integration of today. 

 

Correspondingly, what is the function of the European Economic and Social 

Committee today? A first task would be to incorporate the multi level character 

of the European Union of today in its own framework. The proposal to establish 

a “Liaison Group” with European organisations and networks representing the 

various sectors of organised civil society at European level is a first step. Such a 

contact group would provide for more structured cooperation between the EESC 

acting as forum of trans-national exchange between national social actors and 

the as yet unstructured public space of European associations. 

 

Setting up the “Liaison Group” does not, however, provide answers to the two 

most pertinent questions: What should be the objectives of cooperation and 

what should then be the revised function of the European Economic and Social 

Committee? How to secure a balanced representation of civil society? 

 

The report on “Structured Cooperation” draws attention to both issues without 

providing a satisfactory answer. It insists that the contact group must be 

established in complete compliance with the Committee’s tripartite structure 

and that it shall not curtail the Committee’s autonomy in forming opinions or 

curb its freedom to take decisions. Nevertheless, even without any changes in 

the legal position of the EESC and its formal procedures, institutionalising the 

exchange of ideas with a wider range of organisations will frame opinions and 

change positions. In other words, fulfilling a new task is hardly possible without 
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alienating old partners. If the EESC intends to structure civil dialogue and to 

become a mediator or an activator of participatory democracy, it should be 

understood that this would have an effect on the functioning of the tripartite 

structure. However well designed the contact group is, it will give weight to one 

sector of civil society to the detriment of another and this will infringe on the 

established balance between the three groups of the EESC. 

 

Another point is related to the representation of civil society. The difficulties 

start with the definition of what is a European civil society organisation, they 

increase with the proposed criteria of singling out organisations and networks 

that are representative in a specific domain and the rules to follow to secure a 

broad and balanced overall representation. Many interventions have raised 

pertinent questions. 

 

First of all, concerning the question of representativeness it has been said very 

rightly, for instance, that quantitative criteria like the number of members and 

the scope of membership are not sufficient. There was a consensus that 

qualitative criteria should be introduced: preference should be given to 

organisations representing the under-privileged and to those who are most 

affected. Access should be open to organisations that have the capacity to 

provide useful knowledge, skills, and experience and can provide a “valuable 

contribution”. But then, who is going to decide what interests should prevail 

over others and what constitutes a valuable contribution? 

 

Secondly, the principle of openness is difficult to manage. According to the 

Constitutional Treaty, all citizens and representative organisations shall have the 

opportunity to be heard. This, however, creates an information overload and 

lengthy discussions starting from the reflections on the very identity of 
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democracy to the ways of solving the problem. It is easy to express a principle 

but it will be difficult to translate it into adequate rules and procedures. 

 

Thirdly, the appropriate transmission of different kinds of messages into 

influence is not guaranteed. Democratic aspirations aim not just at expressing 

oneself but also at affecting the course of history. As there is  always the danger 

of a selective use of these messages, institutionalised mechanisms to monitor 

and control the use of consultation and dialogue are needed. Representative 

democracy relies on party competition and elections. What might be an 

equivalent sanction mechanism in participatory democracy and how can the 

principle of equity be secured?  

 

Fourthly, the question is what instruments are best suited to animate the 

formation of a trans-national public space? A vibrant associational life will 

invigorate the public sphere. But, as especially Professor Geremek has pointed 

out, the objective is not just to give voice to existing civil society organisations. 

Moreover, a trans-national public space is needed to make Europeans aware of 

common concerns and to support their readiness to get engaged. Only a 

revitalisation of a public discussion and the articulation of controversial 

positions within our societies will truly make them civil societies. 

 

Last, not least, the relation between participatory democracy and representative 

democracy has to be thought about in depth. This is not just a debate about 

abstract concepts, but has immediate institutional relevance. It touches upon the 

relationship between the European Economic and Social Committee and the 

European Parliament and the future role of both institutions.  
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The importance of this issue calls for a critical remark concerning the 

composition of the audience of this conference. Members of Parliament - be 

they from the European Parliament, national or regional parliaments – are 

conspicuously absent. Also absent are scientific experts and academic 

supporters of parliamentary representative democracy. I am sure that they would 

have brought different perspectives to the debates of yesterday and today and 

given us even more food for thought. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 


