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I’d like to invite you on a journey through time. What will the Europe 
of the future look like? Of course, we want a democratic Europe – 
but how should it be organised? It’s time to talk about European 
democracy – its evident deficits, its contradictions and the need to 
develop it further. You might ask why we are asking these ques-
tions now? Europe is democratic – chances are that the country 
you live in is probably a democracy too. All the Member States of 
the European Union are democracies. So what should be changed? 
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As a starting point, democracy is what you are 
used to. You probably go to vote from time to 
time. After that, either the known elites are in 
political charge; or perhaps it’s the elites who 
present themselves as anti-elites who have 
taken control. In other words, we are ruled 
either by populists who are not very popular, or 
by populists who are labelled populists by the 
unpopular populists. Does the fact that we are 
used to this system mean we aren’t allowed to 
get angry with impunity from time to time? Does 
this system really represent democracy for you? 
And because it is democracy, can it not be ques-
tioned? Are you serious? Does the first pillar of 
your country’s constitution read “All power 
comes from custom”? Is the principle of democ-
racy really so immutable? 
	 So, when we talk about the principle 
of democracy, let’s go back to the very begin-
ning, to the root of the idea, to the “cradle of 
democracy”, to the foundation of European val-
ues. Let’s start by travelling back in time to 
ancient Greece. We want to talk to the clever 
people who introduced the idea of democracy 
to the European world and made democracy 
happen in practice for the first time. I’m tak-
ing you with me now, and – since I graduated 
from a humanist grammar school and learnt 
ancient Greek – luckily there shouldn’t be any 
communication problems. When we step out 
of our time-travelling capsule, we meet the phi-
losopher Plato. We haven’t set the target time 
very precisely, because Plato turns out to be 
very sceptical about democracy. The fact that 
his teacher Socrates was forced to commit sui-
cide by a democratic majority decision was 
proof to him that a popular decision contra-
dicts higher reason. 
	 Although this would make for an inter-
esting discussion if applied to our time, it was 
not the question that set us on our way. Let’s 
now set the clock more accurately and fly pre-
cisely to the heyday of Attic democracy to meet 
the lawmaker Cleisthenes, who had driven the 
tyrants out of Athens at the end of the sixth cen-
tury and laid the foundations for the democracy 
that we mean when we talk about the “cradle 
of European democracy”, based on the Solonian 
Constitution. And when our time capsule lands, 
we meet Cleisthenes, in a dispute on the Agora, 
a free man among free citizens. 
	 “Σε χαιρετώΣε χαιρετώ, ω Κλεισθένηω Κλεισθένη,” I greet him 
politely, while accepting the invitation to follow 
him into the γυμνάσιονγυμνάσιον (or high school), where 
beautiful naked men discuss questions of the 
common good. I then ask him: “Honoured Cleis-
thenes, can you imagine a democracy without 
slaves, but with women?”

	 He laughs uproariously. “No,” he says. 
“I am famous for my political imagination, and 
it has led our society into the future. But democ-
racy without our slaves,” he laughs. “How is that 
possible? And with women,” he gasps with 
amusement. “You mean they can have a say?” 
He chokes with laughter. “No,” he says. “I can’t 
imagine that. It will never happen! That’s 
impossible!”
	 And now I pose the question quite 
innocently, returning with you from the cradle 
of democracy to the present day: “Isn’t what was 
unimaginable at the beginning of democracy 
taken for granted today? And shouldn’t we 
already be trying to imagine today what will rea-
sonably be taken for granted tomorrow?”

DEMOCRACY IS  
A PROCESS

It is said again and again in pathetic speeches 
on public holidays that democracy cannot be 
taken for granted; it is an achievement that we 
must defend again and again. But what does 
“defending democracy” actually mean? That it 
should remain as it is? It is banal, but often for-
gotten: Democracy is a process. We must remem-
ber this when we look to the future. Democracy 
will (have to) be something different tomorrow 
than it was the day before yesterday or today. 
	 So, what could it be, the unimagina-
ble, that will or should be taken for granted 
tomorrow? The answer can also be found in 
the history of Europe. Let’s take another jour-
ney through time, this time a shorter trip, back 
to the post-war period. We want to talk to the 
men who initiated the European unification pro-
ject that led to today’s European Union. We 
arrive in a landscape of ruins, where people are 
building a new life with growing euphoria, 
peacefully and with increasing prosperity. We 
meet a generation that, in just one lifetime, has 
lived through the following wars or suffered 
their consequences – the Franco-Prussian War, 
the Balkan Wars, the First World War, Poland’s 
invasion of the Ukrainian capital Kyiv, followed 
by the Polish-Soviet War, civil wars and the Sec-
ond World War. The founding fathers of the 
European unification project, men like Jean 
Monnet, learnt a lesson from this, named the 
aggressor and developed a vision. 
	 When we step out of the time capsule 
again, we meet Monnet – a polite, clever man. 
He pours us cognac; we discuss and under-
stand: the aggressor that committed the most 
brutal crimes against humanity was national-
ism. A pacified and sustainably peaceful Europe 
must therefore overcome nationalism and 
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intertwine nations in such a way that none of 
them can do anything against others without 
harming themselves. We must therefore develop 
community institutions and community law. 
And, of course, a common democracy.

WHERE IS EUROPEAN  
DEMOCRACY?

Back in the present, we look around and ask 
ourselves: Where is it, European democracy? 
Is a continent with a common market, a com-
mon currency, a common area without internal 
borders, with common institutions, and with the 
claim of a post-national unification, really dem-
ocratic if there are 27 different systems of 
democracy in 27 Member States? In Europe 
there are democratic republics and constitu-
tional monarchies; there are centralised and fed-
eral democracies; there are systems with 
second votes or with only one vote, or with the 
possibility of a preferential vote, with plebisci-
tary democratic elements or with strictly repre-
sentative democracy; there is majority voting 
or proportional representation, with a controlling 
parliament or only formal parliamentarism, 
which only confirms government decisions, and 

the respective national electoral arithmetic 
alone leads to election results that would have 
shown a completely different result in another 
European state. What is now objectively the 
“democratic majority”? How important are prin-
ciples such as the separation of powers? How 
independent are constitutional courts? To put 
it mildly, we see dramatic differences in the 
European states. In short: what does democ-
racy actually mean in practice? What does a 
democratic system look like? What is really dem-
ocratically legitimised with regard to European 
Community policy? 
	 If we take the idea seriously and want 
to develop Europe as a political union, then the 
EU cannot remain a club of nation states. If we 
recognise the rationality of the vision, then the 
vision has a name: post-national democracy. No 
matter how different the national democratic 
systems are, they must be harmonised into a 
common system in a post-national Europe. 
	 You can’t imagine that? Can you hear 
Cleisthenes laughing? Perhaps this reminder 
will help: former French President Charles de 
Gaulle coined the term “Europe of the Father-
lands”. He did not say “Europe of nations”. I inter-
pret “fatherland” as homeland. I understand that: 
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homeland is a human right. Nation is a fiction. 
Homeland continues to exist, even if it is absor-
bed into fraternisation in a larger context, but 
nation defends itself against others. Another 
French President, François Mitterrand, wrote 
in the European book: “Nationalism means war!”
	 Who wants to tear this page out of the 
European book and crumple it up? All the major 
crises we are confronted with have long been 
transnational; no nation state can solve these 
crises alone in defence of its sovereignty or stop 
them at national borders. Nationalists can make 
promises, but they cannot deliver on them. What 
they can do is produce anger. 

IS EUROPEAN  
DEMOCRACY BROKEN?

So how democratic is the current EU system 
really? We can elect a European Parliament – 
that is a great step forward in the history of 
democracy. But we can still only do it on the 
basis of national lists and 27 different national 
electoral systems. Is the common Europe with 
its common challenges really represented by 
national representatives in a supranational par-
liament? Is the defence of national sovereignty 
and so-called national interests really the end 
of the history of democracy? What are national 
interests, apart from the interests of national 
elites? What is in the interests of the Dutch, for 
example, should also be good for the Portu-
guese or Poles and so on. Doesn’t a German 
teacher have more in common with a Greek 
teacher than with the German wife of a corpo-
rate manager?
	 Then there is the European Commis-
sion. Its task is to develop European Commu-
nity policy and take initiatives for European 
Community law. But the governments of the 
nation states appoint the Commissioners, i.e. 
the “ministers” for European policy. Not only 
that, they nominate them without knowing 
which portfolio they will be given. They are only 
assigned the portfolio later by the Commission 
President after the national heads of state and 
government have come to an agreement. This 
means that professional qualifications are obvi-
ously a secondary matter at first. The priority is 
that each nation has a representative at the 

highest level of the Commission and that the 
President of the European Commission is 
acceptable to the national heads of state and 
government. 
	 If the Commission now takes an initia-
tive and develops a directive, then it goes to the 
European Parliament. If it finds a majority in Par-
liament, it is far from being law. This is unique in 
all known models of parliamentary democracy 
– that a parliamentary majority is not enough to 
turn a legislative initiative into a law. This is 
because the whole thing now goes to the Coun-
cil of National Heads of State and Government, 
the wagon castle in defence of the sovereignty 
of nation states. After that, the “trialogue” begins, 
which means that the Commission and Parlia-
ment have to deal with the Council’s objections. 
This involves papers that are called “martyr 
papers” in Commission parlance because they 
are simply torn up in the Council. 
	 In short: we elect the European Par-
liament via national lists. Parliament works 
together with the European Commission, into 
which national representatives are pushed at 
the top in order to then seek a compromise with 
the national heads of government in the Coun-
cil. They are all democratically elected and del-
egated at a national level, i.e. democratically 
legitimised in a very mediated way in terms of 
European policy. Instead of “mediated”, you 
could also say “broken”. You could say European 
policy is threefold nationally broken. 
	 And this system is supposed to be 
unchangeable because we are used to it? Do 
we really want to look on unimaginatively today 
as nationalists block European Community pol-
icy in this system and offer scapegoats and fuel 
aggression for all transnational crises that they 
cannot solve nationally? We should know the 
consequences from history. 
	 Do we not at least want to start dis-
cussing what a new system might look like: a 
post-national democracy? A democracy that 
finally fulfils a promise of the French Revolution 
in Europe, namely the principle of equality: that 
all Europeans live with the same legal status 
and have the same opportunities for political 
participation, regardless of the size and politi-
cal influence of the country where they hold a 
passport. 

	 ROBERT MENASSE

‘Does the fact that we are used to this system mean we 

aren’t allowed to get angry with impunity from time to 

time? Does this system really represent democracy for you? 

And because it is democracy, can it not be questioned? Are 

you serious?'
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SHAPING THE FUTURE  
OF DEMOCRACY

Come with me on one final journey through time! 
Travel with me into the future! Hold on tight! It 
won’t take long! This time, we step out of our 
time capsule in the year 2040 and see – misery 
piled on misery. Crises. Climate catastrophes. 
The nationalists have blown up the common 
Europe and have blocked all common policies. 
They are unable to offer any solutions them-
selves, only hatred and broken promises....  
	 No! We may not be able to change the 
past, but we can still shape the future. We must 

fulfil what we have inherited as an aspiration, 
namely the overcoming of nationalism. And to 
shape the future, we need to discuss a post-
national European democracy. 
	 What should it look like? That is what 
we need to talk about. We must finally begin to 
develop a vision that answers this question.
	 Otherwise, one could rightly ask whet
her democracy was actually about the sover-
eignty of people or the sovereignty of nations? 
Was democracy about freedom, equality and 
fraternity, or was it really just about freedom of 
the market, equality of the commodity of labour, 
and hopefully fraternity in pricing?

Robert Menasse
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