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 What does democracy mean to Europeans? We generally recognise that it is part of a European heritage. Its genesis in Athens at the end of the sixth century BC is noted in every school curriculum; the British parliamentary tradition is acknowledged as the oldest model of a certain kind of representative democracy1; the French Declaration of the Rights of Man is recognised as a founding document for the concepts of sovereignty of the people and equality of citizens, and the democratic innovations on the eastern seaboard of America in the late eighteenth century were instituted by a diaspora that was also part of this European heritage.

Europeans are generally agreed that democracy is a positive thing, inviting approval and bestowing legitimacy and, at the end of the twentieth century, we are witnessing an immense surge in the popularity of the idea. Since the end of totalitarianism in its right wing form in Spain, Portugal and Greece and in its communist form in Eastern Europe, multi-party democracy is, or at least is claimed as, the mode of government of all the nation states of Europe2. This differentiates the region from those surrounding; in the Arab world, in Eastern Asia, in Sub-Saharan Africa, the idea of democracy is a much less potent force (Bromley 1993; Potter 1993, Hawthorn 1993). 

�But what Europeans actually understand by democracy is not a single concept; it is and has always been an umbrella term for a variety of political arrangements and movement. The Athenian tradition of democracy is accepted as the origin of the idea but its offspring are very different both from it and from each other. One historic split appears between the Anglo-American concept of democracy and the kind developed on the continent following the French model, another dichotomy exists between capitalist and socialist democracy. Those committed to grassroots democracy in radical pressure groups or alternative movements would reject the very idea that the liberal representative version is democratic in any more than a token way. Interpretations are very diverse, traditions very disparate and there is a confusing tendency to employ ‘democracy’ as a ‘hurrah’ word, ‘a propagandist device indicating approval of whatever is the practice or policy or institution to which it is applied’ (Lively 1975: 1). However, despite the devaluation and imprecision the term has suffered, the potency of the idea survives.



Power leaking up



�Since democracy can be categorised as a concept with a long European pedigree and as a form of political arrangement with almost universal acceptance in Europe, it is curious that the new form of polity which is being developed in the area, the European Union, is actually so deficient in many of the defining variables of a democratic state. This seems particularly ironic since the EU is a union of democratic nation states and commitment to democratic procedures is a condition of membership. Countries applying for admission have to demonstrate their democratic credentials3. Nonetheless, the EU is accused of a ‘democratic deficit’ both by those who wish to draw back from further integration and those who wish to progress towards a kind of federation. Opponents and supporters alike recognise a lack of democracy in the institutions of the EU themselves (Weale 1995), a lack of legitimation of the polity by the citizens (Bellamy et al 1995; Bankowski and Scott 1996) and a stalling of the political will to overcome the deficit (Castiglione 1995; Habermas 1992). The EU's departure from the general democratic trend is to some extent because it is a young polity, still to find its final shape, and to some extent, because it is novel and without precedent. It is not a state in the old nation state sense of the term and the kind of state which it is becoming is not at all clear (Weiler 1997; Habermas 1997; Grimm 1997). So our first difficulty when enquiring whether the EU is democratic is caused by the question a democratic ‘what?’. We are attaching an adjective to an entity which is not a fully evolved polity and, indeed, may never be. Can we call the EU a state? At best we can say that the EU is a supra-national polity in formation or a polity sui generis. 

The second difficulty concerns the present form of the institutions of the EU where the classic democratic ideals of the separation of executive and legislative powers and the transparency of government appear to be transgressed (Castiglione 1995; Duverger 1991: 129-142; Bellamy 1996). Both the Commission and the Council can be seen as the executive4. It is principally the lack of accountability of the Commission, its tendency to enlarge its remit without recourse to any elected body and the lack of transparency endemic in both Council and Commission which causes discontent. There is a great deal of pressure for change in the role and comparative weight of the institutions, and for more power to be given to Parliament5. 

�The third source of discontent stems from the fact that the EU is organised according to criteria which Lively (1975) describes as ‘weak’ democracy. In his typology of democratic arrangements, the situation in which rulers are chosen by representatives of the ruled is minimalist democracy, only one category away from benevolent dictatorship. This is broadly the regime which pertains in the Commission and the Council, with both being nominated by national governments6. It could be argued that since members of the Commission or the Council are the delegates or appointees of elected governments this presents no grave infraction of democratic practice. However, the fact that neither can be removed by a European electorate runs against normal democratic tradition. The European electorate can elect and remove the members of the European parliament, but, as noted above, this body has relatively little input into or influence over the legislative activity in the EU. In this situation the sovereignty of the people means little and the ways to make the rulers accountable to the ruled are not evident (Duverger 1991: 129-142; Castiglione 1995). What democratic control do European citizens possess? Voting out the European Parliament changes nothing because it has little power. Voting out national parliaments would have a secondary effect on the EU but the European voters could not act in a coordinated way and, at the present time, are unlikely to use their ability to censure national governments for this purpose. For populations able to remove their own governments when they are dissatisfied with them, this lack of control is experienced as undemocratic. Of course, because the EU is in the process of becoming, it may become a more democratic polity. It has already taken seriously accusations of its own 'democratic deficit' and has developed into a more democratic institution in each phase of its existence. Direct elections, growth in power of parliament, citizenship and greater transparency have all been responses to calls for greater democracy.

The final difficulty might, however, be the most intractable. The expectations caused by the nation state model of representative democracy, relying as it does on a homogenous populace who can communicate with each other, would not be easily met. The fifteen nation states which at present constitute the EU bring to it an experience of liberal representative democracy which includes, crucially, nation wide debate at times of referenda and election. In some countries the tradition has deeper roots than in others, but it is the tradition to which they all now subscribe. This model does not easily transpose to the EU. There is no European demos as such, conceiving itself as a unity, recognising interdependence between social groups, promoting a unitary civil society and developing a forum for debate (Habermas 1992). Achieving consensus through consultation and exchange of opinion is not an option for the peoples of the EU. And, where there is no negotiated consensus for laws, they may be challenged (Bankowski and Scott 1996).

The source of democratic deficit which is least likely to be addressed in the near future is this hurdle caused by the lack of a community of communication. The link between the EU's multilingualism and its perceived democratic deficit is not often referred to explicitly, but a very strong argument can be made that lack of direct channels of communication are a major factor in the perception that such exists. The reasons for the silence on the subject stem no doubt from the apparent insolubility of the problem. Democracy appears to need linguistic and cultural homogeneity so that debate can take place and consensus be achieved. One of the key criteria for democracy is the free circulation of information and the opportunity for open debate.

�But such homogeneity is in clear opposition to the expressed wish to preserve linguistic and cultural diversity in Europe7 and would demand profound societal change.



Power leaking down



The nation state, trans-national forces and supra-national organisations are not the only new locus of authority and influence within Europe. In recent years there has been a widespread demand for devolution and where this has been successful, a transfer of some economic and political power to the regional level. Moreover, in the context of Europeanisation, the transfer of power has not been exclusively upwards; power has also leaked downwards to regions, and for some ‘a Europe of the Regions has opened up the spectre of the redundancy of the nation state’ (Newlands 1994). 

Devolution is typically presented as providing greater democratic control, bringing political decision-making closer to the ‘people.’ Smaller units would suggest that a form of participatory democracy could resurface. The city states of medieval Italy and southern France, where the consul system challenged the idea that government must be ‘a God-given form of lordship’ (Skinner 1992), the Icelandic Althing, the co-operative industrial and agricultural movements of the early industrial revolution and the Swiss cantons, where yearly assemblies of citizens continue to take place to this day are all more recent examples of the participatory democracy tradition than the Athenian marketplace, and all occur where the group is small enough to consort, to debate and to persuade at a personal level.

�However, the devolution of power to regional level in modern Europe does not always mean that the community of communication necessary for democratic life can necessarily be established. In devolved regions, new autonomies and newly independent states questions of language have become central to access to citizenship, excluding national citizens from regional politics by virtue of their non-membership of certain regional linguistic communities. Difficulties may arise when the realignments produced by the relocation of power to regional interests is accompanied by the renaissance of regional languages banished from public life at a time when the political elites were nation building, and in particular, creating a single national community of communication. The desire to reinstate these languages is understandable and completely defensible, but it may well provoke further injustice. Non-Catalan-speaking Spanish citizens who have moved to Barcelona or other Catalan towns may find it difficult to take full part in Catalan civic society and political processes, excluded because they do not master the language of the autonomy (Strubell 1998).These are citizens who have moved within their own nation state, internal migrants who did not expect to be disenfranchised linguistically. Similar problems confront non-Welsh speaking Welsh from the southern parts of the principality where the language shift to English has been almost accomplished. In the light of recent developments they now find themselves excluded from office in some local government because of the Welsh language requirement for many posts (Fevre et al. 1997: 559-579). 

Only ethnic cleansing or rigid ghettoisation (both of which we rightly deplore) could give Europe communities of communication where each homogenous group spoke its ancestral language. Our reality is a multilingual and multicultural continent, where constant migration and contact (as well as conquest and annexation) have muddled the peoples irretrievably. The future cannot replicate at supra-national and sub-national levels the ambition of ‘one people, one state, one language’ current in the heyday of nationalism.

There are linguistic questions to be asked and linguistic problems to be solved if Europeans are to achieve democracy at either the regional or the supra-national level. The typical solution applied by the democratic nation state was a ruthless cultural and linguistic homogenisation, which achieved the community of communication necessary for democratic processes and the creation of a demos for the polity. It was, however, a solution which trampled on the sensibilities of all the groups who did not belong to the linguistic majority in the state and which led to resentments and cleavages which still erupt to cause conflict today. Clearly, there is no suggestion that this be replicated at European Union level, but to achieve any kind of  democratic forum in the new Europe, we should make the language dimension a central concern. If we want to achieve the communities of communication and forums necessary for democratic debate we will need to solve profound problems and invest immense effort. Theoretically, European-wide bilingualism would provide a solution. A community of communication could be created if Europeans decided to acquire a lingua franca in addition to their mother tongue. This would allow diversity: the multiplicity of languages and their heritage could be preserved. And if the process were planned and a single, agreed lingua franca were adopted all communication in all forums could be assured. 

�Such a top down solution is, however, most unlikely to be accepted. In  the real world two intractable problems immediately arise. Firstly, Europe has a very strong monolingual tradition; the majority only need one language and have become used to this. While bilingualism would be nothing new for the members of autochthonous and allochthonous minorities, for the majority it would be a radical departure from the monolingual public life which has been a feature of the nation state. Secondly, the decision over which language should play the lingua franca role would provoke rivalry and dissension on a scale hitherto unseen. The disagreement and discord that would arise can be easily imagined. The choice of one nation’s language to be the official lingua franca for the whole would certainly bruise national sensibilities. A lingua franca, particularly if it were to be English, would be perceived as a threat, carrying with it the distinct possibility of undermining other languages and cultures. This might worry Europeans as much – if not more – than the democratic deficit caused by the lack of the community of communication necessary for a democratic forum.
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1 From the 1688 onwards British political power resided in parliament rather than the monarchy (e.g. parliament decided taxation; there was freedom of the press and of association). See Held 1993 for further discussion.



2 Lively (1975) rightly points out that the current tendency to contrast democracy and totalitarianism is logically flawed. Totalitarianism indicates the amount of control, democracy who controls. This shorthand is used to contrast the one party state with the multiparty system. 

3  Reaffirmed by Jacques Santer in his Agenda 2000 speech given to the European Parliament 16/7/1997.



4 The Commission proposes, Parliament, discusses, Council decides and the Commission executes.



5 For further information on how the role of the European Parliament is developing in the area of coprocedures and codecisions see Lodge in Andersen and Eliassen (1996:210/211). By the Treaty of Rome the EP has the right of censure – but has never used it since it is rather a blunt instrument. By the Treaty of Maastricht the EP has the right to approve the Commission (president and commissioners).



6 In this analysis EU political arrangements do not even meet Joseph Schumpeter’s minimalist definition of democracy. Schumpeter redefined democracy as ‘the freedom to choose a governmental team’ (Touraine 1997: 83). Lively (1975) finds this is not a sufficient condition for democracy.

7 This resolve to preserve linguistic and cultural diversity is present in the founding documents of the Community and reiterated in many subsequent texts. Linguistic pluralism is safeguarded in Articles 217 and 248 of the Treaty establishing the EEC, in Articles 190 and 225 of the Treaty establishing  the European Atomic Energy Community and in the various acts of accession. Both the preamble and Article 126 of the Treaty on European Union signed at Maastricht in 1992 guarantee respect for cultural diversity.
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