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Democratic challenges facing the EU 

The European Union has often been accused of 
having a ‘democratic deficit’. 

 

 Do you agree? 
List main – pro & against – arguments of this debate. 



- a topic since the 1980s 

Myth or Reality? 

Is there a 

democratic deficit 
in the EU? 

 
Some key-points: 

Tension between the Council and 
the EP. Intergovernmentals deals. 
Executive federalism… 
What else? 
 interconnected arguments 
 

 various vectors of legitimacy 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WNFznoQ-aF4


1) relative disempowerment of 
representative institutions 
AND relative over-
empowerment of executive 
bodies both at national & EU 
level 

2) missing link between 
parl&executive at EU level 
(absence of parliamentary 
democracy) 

3) impossibility of attributing a 
clear political blame or credit 
for decisions at EU level 
(impossibility of exerting 
control  & demanding 
accountability) 

4) lack of a European public 
sphere, strong Euro-parties, 
hence genuine pan-European 
political competition 

5) lack of a demos 
 

5b) promising signs of a European 

demos… or demoi?? 

1b) functional equivalentss may 

rebalance (Treaty of Lisbon) 

2b) separation of powers 

systems, not parliamentary 

democracy, are the appropriate 

comparators for the EU polity 

(compound democracy) 

3b) the EU can draw enough 

democratic legitimacy from its 

current nationally legitimated 

institutional set-up 

4b) …but the EU is a very 

sui-generis case!... 



Thus, the “standard version” of the so called 
democratic deficit of the EU can be tempered. 

 Democracy is challenged 
by greater interdependence. 
 

The question “that the EU raises 

is whether there can be 
democracy in an 
interconnected world in which 
no individual and no single 
national community is in control 
of its own destiny” (Piattoni 2015: 7)  
 



Beyond national territoriality... 

Traditional theoretical accounts have described and 
justified democratic political representation in the 

context of nation states. 

BUT given the transfer of competences to the EU, its 

fragmentation and its densely structured multi-level politics, 

the relationship between representation, democracy and the 

nation-state in the EU is particularly challenged. 

DIVERSIFICATION processes provoke a situation in which new 
frontiers of political representation develop.  

OF ACTORS 
GEOGRAPHICAL 

OF ISSUES 
OF COMPETENCES 



It has been argued that representation is: 

• much more diverse than elected legislatures 

• realized by a great variety of actors 

• more dynamic than the principal–agent model 
assumes 

• in more spaces and instances than (only) through 
elections, in parliament and in the nation-state 

 



Europeanising 
democracy?... 

Is there a new quest for democratic 
sustainability in times of crisis? 

 

Do we need an adaptation of 
democratic principles (delegation, 
accountability, representation, 
responsiveness, participation…) to 
new (globalised) conditions and 
spaces? 

Can you mention possible empirical 
evidences in the present EU 
situation? 

Europeanization refers to: 
“Processes of 

(a) construction 
(b) ciffusion 

(c) institutionalisation 
of formal and informal 

rules, procedures, 
policy paradigms, 

styles, ‘ways of doing 
things’, and shared 
beliefs and norms 

which are first defined 
and consolidated in 

the making of EU 
decisions and then 
incorporated in the 

logic of domestic 
discourse, identities, 

political structures and 
public policies”. 

(Radaelli 2003: 30) 



Some topics being (or still to be) debated…  
 

• What measures would actually improve EU 
democracy?  

 

• Could strong leadership from within the EU’s 
institutions help bring about a revival of democracy 
at both the national and European levels?  

 

• Can democracy be the project that leads to further 
European integration?...  

 



European Citizens’ point of view… 

Is there (or there is not) a risk of 
democratic “disconnect”?  

 
check the last 2016 Eurobarometer’s data  

(SB 86)  



Eurobarometer Nov 2016: My voice counts in the EU  



Eurobarometer Nov 2016: TRUST IN EU & DOMESTIC INSTITUTIONS  



 

Eurobarometer Nov 2016: OPTIMISM for the future of the EU  



Eurobarometer Nov 2016: Do you feel a citizen of the EU?  





 

Have you found good news for  a 
prospective Europe?  

 

 

Let’s go ahead with a reading exercise…  



The expansion of representation 

Mode of power 

 

Sphere 

Electoral politics Non-electoral (informal) 

politics 

State-based  (and 

administrative) 

power 

Elected representation 

Corporatist, interest 

group, and CSO 

representation 

Public influence 

Electorally-oriented 

political organizations 

and advocacy groups 

Voice representation 

(media, social 

movements, advocacy 

groups, citizen panels) 

Economic power 
Public-private 

partnerships 

Stakeholder 

representation, direct 

action representation, 

NGOs. 

Domains of representation (Castiglione & Warren 2006) 



• Civil society direct involvement: 
added-value for democracy? 

BUT not only do the representatives of classical electoral representation 

largely stick to a national concept of constituency, the people themselves 
also seem to conceptualize multiple national constituencies rather than to 
construct “a” European constituency (the demos vs. demoi –cracy debate) 

Civil society organizations (CSOs) also point in this direction: not only are 

they more often than not representing particularistic interests, they are also 
organized along national lines 

New discourses have emerged on citizens’ involvement and the establishment of 
new forms of civic participation beyond representative democracy. 

New ideas have been explored on how citizens can become more active in 
decision-making as a means to revitalize democracy, and even to create a 
‘European civil society’. 

Consequently, in recent years, the academic focus has shifted away 
from the parliamentary route, towards the participation and 

deliberation of citizens & CSOs in EU policy-making processes. 

http://www.eapn.eu/who-we-are/what-is-eapn/
http://ec.europa.eu/yourvoice/consultations/links/index_en.htm
https://italianpoliticalscience.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/3_5.pdf


Representation of (too many?) constituencies 

• the national constituencies remain of high 
importance for political representation in the multi-
level structure of the EU 
– European elections remain organized nationally 

 

It often remains unclear whether representativeness is 
actually being achieved or not 

– territorial and socio-economic representativeness 
within the CoR 

– the European Commission seeks to combine both 
functional and territorial representativeness 

– other?... 
 

 



Interparliamentary cooperation, a useful tool 
of democratic representation in the EU? 

NPs do engage actively in a 
multiplicity of interparliamentary 
cooperation 

the ‘dialogue’ both 
among NPs and 
between them and 
the EP without 
binding effects 
(both for the NPs 
themselves and for 
national and  EU 
institutions) 

HOWEVER 
• it has not effectively evolved into venues 

in which the representatives of national 
constituencies (MPs) make claims to 
represent a transnational constituency 

• MPs fail to communicate their 
transnational activities to their respective 
national electorate 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/relnatparl/en/news.html
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/secretariat_general/relations/relations_other/npo/index_en.htm


Next time let’s explore the following topic: 
 

                To what extent can we observe the 
search for a “superior” legitimacy via functional 
& territorial representation within the EU polity? 

 

 Class discussion will be developed 
through students presentations 


