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Abstract 

European integration is a dynamic, conflictive, but innovative project. In times of numerous crises (the 

economy, migration, terrorism, the COVID 19 pandemic, and now even war on European soil), the 

European Union needs a common, European identity that is on par with the EU’s changing nature but 

also with a plurality of narratives and viewpoints that exist with regard to the EU’s final objectives. A 

European identity that is pluralistic and open to change, on the one hand, while providing important 

markers of commonality, on the other, is essential to tie citizens in Europe together, so that they 

recognize themselves as part of a common project, and can make sense of that common project. A 

European narrative is a vehicle for such an identity, but it cannot remain detached, independent, from 

the actual visions and sentiments that exist in European society. Therefore, a novel, open and pluralistic 

narrative is needed, which is able to address the great challenges of current times. The spine of a new 

narrative needs to lie in the core values of the EU – human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, 

solidarity, the rule of law and respect for human and minority rights – which it however seeks to ground 

firmly in European society itself. 

This new narrative for a Citizens’ Europe1 is made up of three parts: 1) the re-telling of the story of the 

past, present, and future of the EU, highlighting unfulfilled promises regarding democracy, the rule of 

law, and citizen engagement; 2) a test of four prominent policy areas by means of a critical, citizen-

oriented narrative; and 3) a narrative of a Citizens’ Europe, presented as five take-aways as how to close 

the gap between European institutions and the European citizens.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 This working paper is aimed at two audiences in particular: 1) policy-makers, to whom it offers an account which 
shows the appropriateness of the communication of a values-based narrative on Europe, and 2) European citizens, 
to whom it offers a narrative which shows the importance of values in citizens’ everyday lives and allows citizens 
to make such a narrative their own. Academic and scientific groundwork was laid in RECONNECT Deliverables 14.1 
(Paul Blokker et. al. (2021) 'The democracy and rule of law crises in the European Union') and 14.2 (Paul Blokker 
(2021) 'Narratives of integration: A holistic approach to European legitimacy'). 

https://reconnect-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/D14.1.pdf
https://reconnect-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/D14.2.pdf
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1. A meta-narrative for the European polity 

Why a new narrative? 

European integration is a dynamic, conflictive, but innovative project. The European Union (EU or Union) 

needs a European identity that is on par with the EU’s changing nature but also with the various 

narratives that exist with regard to the EU’s finalité or final objectives.2 A European identity that is 

pluralistic and open to change, on the one hand, while providing important markers of commonality, on 

the other, is essential to tie citizens in Europe together, so that they recognize themselves as part of a 

common project, and find meaning for that common project. A European narrative is a vehicle for such 

an identity, but it cannot remain detached, independent, from the actual visions and sentiments that 

exist in European society. 

A new narrative for Europe therefore needs to take a number of critical matters into account. First, a 

narrative for Europe cannot be purely crafted by elites, from the top-down, but needs to incorporate 

important dimensions of existing narratives, available in European societies. A narrative for Europe 

needs to be part of existing social networks, be plausible for a majority of peoples and groups in Europe, 

and have resonance amongst them. A European narrative has to have popular trust. In fact, past 

attempts at creating narratives have been largely top-down, intellectual constructions rather than 

stories that depart from existing views in societies. Second, a narrative can never be fully finalised but 

is rather a vehicle for ongoing reflection, discussion, and re-invention. A fully accomplished narrative – 

such as that grounded in the idea of European integration as an a-political project, largely based on 

technocratic, administrative rule – would risk closure and exclusion. Again, in the past attempts have 

been made to create finalised – non-open ended – narratives for European integration, without 

sufficiently reflecting on the necessary openness which allows new, alternative narratives to emerge 

and to be incorporated. 

Hence, a novel, open and pluralistic narrative is needed, which is able to address the great challenges 

of the present age, manifest in times of poly-crisis (economy, migration, terrorism, pandemic, and now 

even war on European soil). The EU has both become more politically visible amongst citizens and faced 

declining consent amongst Europeans. To overcome this disconnect, the spine of a new narrative needs 

to re-emphasise the core values of the EU – human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, solidarity, 

the rule of law and respect for human and minority rights – which it however seeks to ground firmly in 

European society itself. 

Past 

Unifying Europe was without doubt of great urgency in the late 1940s. The core ideas underpinning 

European integration – peace and prosperity – constituted the exact opposite of the dramatic atrocities, 

anarchy and social breakdown of the Second World War. European unity asked for important sacrifices 

                                                           
2 In RECONNECT Deliverable 14.2 (Paul Blokker (2021) 'Narratives of integration: A holistic approach to European 
legitimacy'), we identified a range of widely used narratives on – and justifications of - European integration: a rule 
of law, a neoliberal, a federal, a right-wing conservative, a leftist, and a participatory narrative. These narratives 
include both institutional and societal narratives, and include attention to citizens’ perceptions as expressed in 
surveys (see RECONNECT Deliverable 9.2 (Schäfer, Constantin, Bernd Schlipphak and Oliver Treib (2021) ‘The ideal 
setting of the EU in the mind of European citizens’) and consultations. 

https://reconnect-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/D14.2.pdf
https://reconnect-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/D9.2.pdf
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from the joining nation-states: giving up (part of) their national sovereignty as well as breaking down 

barriers so as to allow for an increasingly free mobility of people, goods, money, and – in due course – 

commercial activities and services throughout Europe. The European project undoubtedly moved 

forward due to the great engagement of political and economic leaders who believed in, and acted 

upon, the European idea. The political and legal institutions created as the basis of the project 

developed into ever more forceful agents of the unique European experiment. The European reality 

constructed increasingly took the form of a shared pan-European economy as well as a system of 

common European norms and rules. However, despite manifestations of the endorsement of bottom-

up citizen engagement, important experiments with citizen participation and a European youth 

campaign (as, for instance, organised by the European Movement), as well as the attempt to set up a 

Congress of the European People (a constituent project endorsed by the European Federalist 

Movement), the European project failed to become a citizen-driven project. 

In reality, the European Communities were constructed from the top-down and on the basis of strong 

technocratic and legal foundations. In particular from the 1960s onwards, the European Court of Justice 

took the lead in building up a European project grounded in supranational law. This process of 

‘integration-through-law’ made the whole endeavour of a European Union possible – for instance, by 

providing the essential underpinnings for the Single Market. At the same time, though, the European 

enterprise failed to systematically engage and include ordinary citizens and wider civil society into the 

construction of a Europe-wide community. 

The European project remained, hence, in important ways ‘external’ and distant to ordinary European 

citizens. Many politicians and intellectuals were fearful of any mobilisation of the masses – as it had 

been at the basis of the fascist and national-socialist projects (but equally so in the Soviet Union). The 

project of European unity was in many ways presented as neutral: non-political or even apolitical. It 

emphasised efficiency, material well-being, and institutional collaboration, but neither citizen 

involvement or engagement, nor democracy (and not even the rule of law as such) became priorities of 

European integration. The idea of European citizenship was endorsed in terms of mobility, but did not 

include any dimension of an explicit, political empowerment of citizens. 

Present 

The process of European integration has come a long way since the 1950s, and has seen both the 

considerable extension of the number of Member States (and even a first withdrawal in Brexit) and an 

undeniable intensification of integration between the countries involved. The European project is still 

importantly an economic project, with tangible results in market integration, trade and competition 

policy, as well as in the development of a common currency and monetary policy. Such intensification 

in economic domains is accompanied by explicit political forms of integration, not least in terms of the 

development of a European citizenship and a Charter of Fundamental Rights. 

A crucial change in European integration occurred through the unprecedented enlargement – seeing 

the joining of 13 new Member States - in the early 21st century, which triggered various processes of 

change, not least in the form of an attempt to adopt a European Constitution in the early 2000s. Even 

if the Constitution was ultimately rejected in two national referenda, it did lead to important changes 

adopted in the subsequent Lisbon Treaty. Fundamental values – human dignity, freedom, democracy, 

equality, solidarity, the rule of law and respect for human rights, and minority rights – are now clearly 
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identified as the core of the European project, also as the Charter of Fundamental Rights has been made 

binding. Some of the changes, however, politicised the Union evermore (as was noticeable also during 

the drafting of the Constitution), making manifest forms of overt contestation and the diversity of 

opinions of and attitudes towards the EU. The political salience of European integration became even 

more evident when significant crises tested European solidarity and put into question the benefits of 

the project. This was particularly clear with the great economic and financial, and subsequent Euro-crisis 

that hit the EU in 2008. The disputed nature of integration even further intensified due to a series of 

overlaying crises, related to failing financial markets, migration, terrorism, the COVID 19 pandemic and 

the rule of law. The crisis of the rule of law – and of democracy more in general - highlighted the fact 

that the EU is not only facing a democratic deficit due to a lack of robust forms of citizen engagement 

within the European institutions. There are equally signs of democratic fatigue and backsliding within 

Member States themselves. The fragility of liberal democracy is particularly evident in some of the more 

recently admitted states, in which populist governments have produced a backlash against both liberal 

democracy and European integration. 

The increasingly contested nature of the EU, together with the complex, multi-level democratic crisis, 

have revealed the great need for spheres and channels for democratic voice and claims-making. 

Increased Euroscepticism but also citizen distrust of institutions and general democratic indifference 

are constituting significant challenges in increasingly polarised societies. The spread and attractiveness 

of populism not only indicates the fragility and reversibility of the democratisation processes in Central 

and Eastern Europe, where democracy is of relatively recent making, but also shows the difficulties in 

established democratic societies. In fact, populism and backsliding are indicators of malfunctioning 

democratic institutions. Existing democratic actors fail to connect to actual concerns, fears, and 

expectations of European citizens. Despite its difficulties to respond to populism and backsliding, the 

Union has uncharted potential in helping to safeguard democracy in Member States but also in terms 

of spearheading innovation in forms of democratic participation and the empowerment of citizens. 

Critical democratic concerns are reflected in the Conference on the Future of Europe (2021-22). This 

unique event spearheaded by the European Commission responds to the call for more citizen voice and 

participation in the European project. Significant tensions between the institutions – the European 

Commission, the Council and the European Parliament – render the functioning of the Conference 

cumbersome, however. This very fact of an inter-institutional deadlock shows the need for institutional 

change of the EU. European politics is rendered ineffective due to tensions between institutions as well 

as due to usage of the unanimity criteria in important parts of European decision-making. This 

ineptitude is equally clear in the EU’s addressing of the rule of law crisis. Great tensions between 

individual Member States and the European institutions, in particular the European Court of Justice, 

have become evident. Part of the difficulty in robustly promoting the rule of law throughout Europe is 

due to political stalemates. Also, the rule of law is insufficiently anchored in institutional and societal 

practice. In other words, the rule of law and human rights remain a distant promise for many citizens in 

Europe. 

Future 

The Union needs to act on its mission as a democratic force. Only by means of a democratically sound, 

accountable, and comprehensive system of interaction between the EU, the Member States, and 

citizens, including minority groups and also non-citizens, can democracy in Europe be safeguarded and 
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revitalised. This means that the EU has to, first, rebalance the EU institutional triad, possibly in favour 

of the European Parliament, as it is directly representing European citizens. Second, the EU needs to 

abandon its limited, selective, non-transparent and ad hoc way of involving citizens into EU decision-

making. A continuing emphasis on a combination of technocratic and shady backroom politics, with 

undue weight on the final competence of national governments in the Council, is detrimental to the 

core European value of democracy and its objective of safeguarding and strengthening democracy. If 

intergovernmentalism continues to reign supreme and to hold the EU hostage to national sovereign 

interests, the EU will ultimately succumb to the conflictive, aggressive, and non-democratic nature of 

populist politics, leading to further division and polarisation of European societies. In the worst of cases, 

this might start a process of unravelling of the EU. 

To avoid this scenario, a courageous leap forward is needed. The European integration process suffers 

from various unfulfilled promises. Human rights protection, the rule of law, as well as citizen 

participation were prominent orientations of European integration in the early years, but then lost 

terrain to technocracy and economic concerns. Equally so, pro-European citizen action and calls for 

democracy have been part of the (early) integration experience but are often forgotten in scholarly and 

public accounts. The EU should cherish these legacies and strive to become a pioneering supranational 

force in protecting, strengthening, and innovating democracy in the 21st century. But the EU should not 

only tap into its own legacies and rediscover earlier orientations: it should equally develop its creative, 

imaginative potential. 

Democratic reforms ought to undo the current near-monopoly on decision-making of Member States, 

and initiate a process of virtuous innovation, which strengthens both the European Parliament and gives 

citizen participation a prominent place in the EU institutional landscape. The Union could even kickstart 

its democratic pioneering role by allowing citizens a prominent place in a new Constitutional 

Convention. But the EU should also be strengthened – and held accountable – in its human rights and 

rule of law capacities. Human rights can be made more important and relevant for citizens by involving 

them as monitoring agents in a fortified Rule of Law mechanism and by ensuring citizens’ knowledge of 

human rights through forms of education as well as practical empowerment. 

2. Four policy narratives 

Imagining a European project which is more legitimate and efficient in the eyes of citizens, producing 

common goods that the citizens value, and managing to engage citizens in a meaningful way is obviously 

not merely an intellectual narrative exercise of telling the right story. The story – for instance stressing 

the importance of bottom-up citizens’ voice and involvement – may convince in principle, but still needs 

to be put to the test. How does the democratic and civic narrative of Europe – a Citizens’ Europe - play 

out in empirical reality, and how is it related to specific policy areas which clearly matter for ordinary 

citizens? Without being able to cover the wide range of areas in which the EU is relevant, the following 

four crucial policy dimensions of European integration, which RECONNECT focussed on, help us to 

understand the real-life implications of a Union which comes closer to its citizens: Europe’s 

health/pandemic policy, its migration policy, European policy with regard to the Euro and monetary 

issues, and the EU’s international trade policy.  
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The implications of a new grand narrative of a robust and dynamic EU, firmly grounded in the rule of 

law, democracy and civic participation, are demonstrated by and tested in the four policy narratives, 

which identify the different present or potential future difficulties, crises, policy problems, and ways of 

reacting to them in the form of public policies. Citizens are core to all policy areas, and the persistent 

strengthening of democracy and the rule of law prove to be the main hinges for effective citizen 

involvement and for meeting citizens’ concerns. 

Europe’s Health Policy and the COVID-19 Pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic is causing a severe strain on health systems, as well as societies in general, 

throughout the EU. The pandemic has also presented a social, economic, legal, political, and regulatory 

challenge for the EU and its Member States. Decisions about how to respond to the pandemic, and the 

laws and measures which were considered most appropriate to limit risk and infection were mainly 

decided at national level. The role of EU institutions was in the early pandemic relatively limited, as the 

Union has few powers in this area: health policy is largely decided, and jealously guarded, by Member 

States. During the pandemic, coordination between Member States was initially limited, likely due to a 

lack of resources, capacity and preparation.  

However, the protracted COVID-19 crisis calls for a more concerted form of collaboration, showing how 

important pan-European coordination is also in this case of a virus that does not respect national 

borders. In the responses to the pandemic, there has been too much of a fragmented and often national 

approach among the Member States, with too little acknowledgement of solidarity among EU Member 

States. The attempts to address the emergency largely in national contexts have also seen problems 

with democracy and the rule of law, in terms of decision-making (who makes decisions and why, on the 

basis of what kinds of evaluations and knowledge) as well as in terms of the marginalisation of 

democratic decision-making procedures (such as parliamentary control) and civic input, and even the 

criminalisation of critique on pandemic policies in some cases. In many instances, the state of 

democracy has clearly suffered due to the pandemic. 

The best and most efficient responses to the pandemic show that there is a correlation between 

following principles of the rule of law and democracy, and seeing higher levels of public trust and so a 

‘better’ response to emergency. Where parliaments, courts and civil society can be consulted and are 

included in decision-making, this can ensure the accountability of government action, making it more 

legitimate in the eyes of citizens. It can equally improve the quality of the decision-making. This is 

essential not only to respond and recover from a global health emergency, but also to ensure the future 

‘health’ of the democratic systems. The role of the Union in all this is crucial, in that it can play an 

important coordinating role, in terms of sharing of information, setting standards, and coordinating 

policy throughout Europe, while the EU is equally fundamental in providing economic and financial 

support where it is most needed, driven by the principle of solidarity. 

Europe’s Migration Policy 

Migration in Europe is a sensitive, politicised and polarised topic. Large-scale waves of migration have 

among others occurred in the context of the Syrian conflict, the retreat of US troops from Afghanistan, 

and as a result of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. European citizens often fear migration due to 

expectations regarding unfair competition on the labour market, concerns over access to welfare 
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systems, as well as anxieties regarding the erosion of national identity, the ethnic composition of society, 

as well as issues of security. Migration has become highly contested and excessively politicised, not least 

due to manipulation and the spread of fake news, including from the side of right-wing populist parties 

and radical right movements. Not least due to the misrepresentation of facts and the contested nature 

of migration, attention is drawn away from the economic as well as cultural benefits of migration and 

ultimately its status as a ‘normal’ phenomenon in human societies. In fact, migration has always 

occurred in human history and is unlikely to cease in current times of global interconnectedness. 

A core problem is that the EU is criticised for failing to control migration but equally for its disregard of 

human rights and the rule of law in migration policies. A core deadlock is that between the different 

Member States, most conspicuously involving ‘resistance’ of a number of states in Central and Eastern 

Europe to a common European policy, based on the idea of solidarity, and refusing to take part in the 

redistribution of migrants throughout Europe. A reform of the EU’s governance of migration has 

become extremely challenging as a result. Political sensitivity and disagreement over the nature of the 

Union’s policies on asylum, migration and external border control tend to undermine the EU’s ability to 

implement effective policies in this area. 

Existing policies fail to lead to the desired outcomes, in turn creating challenges to the EU’s legitimacy. 

A legitimacy and justice challenge results from the ineffectiveness of the EU’s policy performance, and 

from the inability to live up to the Union’s core principles expressed in Article 2 of the Treaty on 

European Union (TEU), aggravated by a procedural incapacity to garner appropriate citizen and societal 

participation in policy formulation. 

The Union’s legitimacy and solidarity deficit in migration policies calls for the overcoming of deadlocks 

grounded in thinking in ‘silos’ or national ‘compartments’. The inability of Member States to agree on a 

common policy – which would ultimately benefit all - enhances the democratic deficit. If we want to 

reduce the deficit, more actors would need to be granted a voice in migration policy. This might be 

involvement of national parliaments more directly, as a way of introducing external checks on what goes 

on within individual Member States as well as on the EU level, enhancing transparency and reducing 

hypocrisy. A promising manner of overcoming deadlock could very well be the involvement of citizens. 

In other contexts, the deliberation between citizens on matters on which governments were unable to 

achieve consensus has proven fruitful. Migration is exactly such a gridlocked policy terrain. 

Europe’s Monetary and Fiscal Policies 

The financial as well as Euro crises have put the European project at risk. National economies saw their 

GDP decline, while unemployment and poverty rates, as well as public debts, increased considerably. 

The significant reduction in the effectiveness of economic policies affected the legitimacy of the EU’s 

Economic and Monetary Union (EMU). The European project failed to contribute to solid economic 

growth, the provision of jobs and the expansion of socio-economic well-being. And the remedial policies 

adopted to fight the crisis raised additional questions on the democratic legitimacy of economic policies 

of the Union and even of the Member States. 

The role of parliaments (both national and European) has been marginal in the new fiscal governance 

of the Eurozone and, in addition, their scope in fiscal policy has been greatly diminished. In particular, 

the introduction of strict and binding fiscal rules, such as the so-called ‘golden rule’ - severely limiting 
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the possibilities for Member States to spend on for instance social policies - has meant a true limitation 

of national legislative chambers. Furthermore, over these years, non-representative bodies, like the 

European Central Bank (ECB), the European Commission or International Financial Institutions (IFIs), 

have become important actors in the policies that underpin the single currency. 

Member States have very different if not contrasting positions on EMU. On the one hand, in those 

countries where EU policy coincided more closely with national policies, called ‘core’ or ‘Northern’ 

countries, or, in recent years, ‘frugal states’, the impact on sovereignty was considered smaller. In those 

Member States whose economic interests and preferences were further away from the implemented 

austerity measures (i.e. ‘periphery’ or ‘Southern’ countries), the limitation of the national scope was 

perceived as larger. Those countries that suffered most of the adjustment during the crisis perceived 

that they might have not been treated with equality and equity. 

The European response to the eurozone crisis had a technocratic/expert-driven bias, where strict 

measures were imposed without much democratic debate and hence legitimacy and where there was 

little solidarity with those countries that suffered the most from the economic consequences of the 

crisis. In this way, it constituted a real setback for European legitimacy, since citizens give redistribution 

and socio-economic solidarity, beyond the institutional division between countries, an important place 

in EU policies. 

The Union must aspire to reconcile both conceptions of legitimacy —efficiency and solidarity— and both 

visions of EMU. That is, combining market competition, efficiency and free mobility with socio-economic 

solidarity and redistribution. Otherwise, the crisis of legitimacy could lead to the disintegration of the 

EMU and a further rise of Euroscepticism. When citizens perceive that their preferences have no voice 

in the European political system, the EU's loss of legitimacy may spill over into national systems as well. 

The coming years are an opportunity to improve the dimension of solidarity within EMU. The pandemic 

has led to an even deeper economic crisis and, although in this case the Union has placed more 

emphasis on solidarity within the EMU, such as the recovery fund, it is still unknown whether this 

response will be temporary or permanent. Thus, in the short-medium term, the main issue is what will 

happen to the fiscal rules in 2023. 

The reform of the fiscal rules is an opportunity to bridge the two visions of EMU. The new fiscal 

governance must improve the efficiency of EMU, even more so considering the large amount of 

resources pooled in the recovery fund, but it must equally take into account the particularities of each 

economy and be subjected to parliamentary and citizens scrutiny. The arrival of new governments in 

two core ‘hawkish’ Member States (Germany and the Netherlands) may offer an opportunity to breach 

the gap between the two visions of the effects on the crisis.  The opportunity is there to re-orient 

macroeconomic and fiscal policy, integrating more considerations on solidarity, and balancing rigorous 

deficit and debt limits with broader socio-economic considerations. The Union needs to build a 

technocratic and efficient monetary union, but also a democratic and accountable one. A plural 

European Union where the preferences of all citizens are heard, based on efficiency and solidarity. 

Europe’s Trade Policy 

Global trade, the international exchange of goods and services, affects citizens’ daily lives in multiple 

ways.  Global trade is surely very beneficial for European citizens, in that it gives access to an extensive 
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range of products and services. The fact that global trade leads to specialisation and creates competitive 

advantages means that citizens can buy goods at a cheaper price than if they had been produced 

nationally. The quality of products may increase due to competition. Global trade may also bring more 

employment opportunities and higher income levels. However, global trade may also cause serious 

harm. Children’s and workers’ rights may be violated in faraway countries where products are being 

made. Serious environmental damage may be the result of the elimination of forests in favour of 

agricultural business or due to the pollution caused by the practices of large multinational enterprises, 

in particular in poor countries. Also, jobs created by international trade might disappear quickly again 

under the pressure of global competition, creating challenges for solidarity.  

The EU is strongly committed to open, global trade. Competitive international trade might however 

involve highly problematic dimensions, including in relation to employment, a ‘race to the bottom’ 

which affects socio-economic standards, unemployment protection and pensions, serious 

environmental risks, and forms of capitalist exploitation, in particular of less developed countries in the 

world. EU trade policy primarily aims to increase trading opportunities for distinct, export-oriented 

European companies by removing trade barriers such as tariffs, quotas and standards. In essence, it 

tries to liberalise the economy and install a ‘free’ market on an international scale. Especially the 

negotiations of free trade agreements have, however, generated quite some concerns from a 

democratic point of view and have been criticised for not taking preferences of citizens and questions 

of who benefits from free trade sufficiently into account. 

Since the Treaty of Lisbon, EU trade policy and the negotiation of trade agreements has become more 

democratic, with a strong role for the European Parliament and several mechanisms to include 

stakeholder input and concerns. However, there are frequent calls to make trade policy even more 

democratic, especially by enhancing transparency, which entails making documents and other 

information available more extensively to the wider public. 

EU policy could contribute both to more efficient results and to a transparent policy, open to citizens’ 

preferences and demands, if it creates a more virtuous balance between the socio-economic and 

employment related dimensions of trade with those of the interests of large European businesses. The 

balancing of economic and societal interests also means that the EU should consider more seriously to 

practice what it preaches with regard to human rights and children’s rights, dimensions of global 

inequality (regarding the Global South in particular) as well as with regard to sustainable development 

and environmental standards. 

3. A meta-narrative for reform of the EU – Five take-aways 

In the last few decades, the EU has made important steps towards a democratisation of the Union as 

well as a strengthening of human rights. Such steps include the direct election of the European 

Parliament and the strengthening of its powers, the protection of rights through the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the EU, which is legally binding at the level of Treaty law since the Treaty of 

Lisbon, the involvement of citizens and civil society in policy-making through consultation, the European 



 
 

 

www.reconnect-europe.eu  Page 14 of 16 
 

Citizens Initiative, the European Democracy Action Plan, and recently the Conference on the Future of 

Europe. However, these steps are, as also shown by RECONNECT research, not enough.3 

First, the unfulfilled democratic promise. Citizens do not have the feeling that they are adequately 

represented, have a hard time understanding the European process, and are often unaware of the 

decisions that affect them directly. This is due to the fact that the Union remains largely technocratic, 

that it is driven by governments acting in a non-accountable manner on the European level, and that its 

institutions remain largely inaccessible to ordinary citizens. In the context of the multiple crises the EU 

faces, in particular the financial and economic ones, the Union has even strengthened its non-

accountable nature. In its early days, the process of European integration was explicitly about protecting 

European countries against totalitarian and dictatorial relapse, and hence about safeguarding 

democracy, in particular by means of robust legal and democratic institutions, and human rights. The 

original promises enshrined in European integration – in terms of protecting and consolidating 

democracy and democratic citizenship – have not yet been fully lived up to and fulfilled. Many countries 

in Europe are struggling with their domestic democracies while the EU has not delivered on its promise 

to become a democratic political union. The democratic nature of the Union needs deepening by means 

of a strengthening of the Parliament and its relation to the citizens, also through the Europeanization of 

parties, as well as a democratization of the intergovernmental relations between Member States, in 

particular within the Council. The Union may, in parallel, equally enhance its role in monitoring domestic 

democracies, by scrutinizing democratic processes as well as the implementation of the rule of law, and 

by empowering domestic civil society. 

Second, the need for bottom-up, inclusive governance. Democracy cannot be merely institutionally 

engineered from the top-down, but needs the systematic inclusion of wider society and European 

citizens. This is one of the core lessons of the current Conference on the Future Europe, in which citizens 

have expressed their need for more knowledge, clarity, and accountable institutions, but also clearly 

want to have a say in European decision-making. The promise of a democratic Union, grounded in the 

rule of law, needs the systematic engagement of citizens, the stimulation of a European public sphere, 

and the development of a plurality of channels for civic input. 

Third, re-imagining the institutions. A more democratic Union needs to carefully reconsider the role of 

the European Parliament, as the only direct representative of European citizens. The current triangular 

set-up of the EU is in reality unbalanced, in that members of the Council still holds a veto right in 

important areas, such as in the areas of taxation, Common Foreign and Security Policy, including 

Defence Policy, accession of new members, as well as regarding the triggering of Article 7 TEU, which 

allows the EU to take action against backsliding Member States. In contrast, Parliament has relatively 

limited powers, if at all, in these areas. Equally, the recognition by citizens of the important 

representative role of the European parliament would be much helped by clearer, equal, and 

harmonious election rules. It might actually be fair to say that citizens can grasp the true European 

mission of the Parliament only if real pan-European political parties are created. But, in line with current 

developments around the Conference on the Future of Europe, imaginative change might need to go 

further, and thrust the Union onto the world stage of democratic innovation. A novel body, a permanent 

citizens’ assembly on the transnational level, with robust roots in national and local deliberative 

                                                           
3 Further concrete policy recommendations and proposals for Treaty change can be found in RECONNECT 
Deliverable 15.2. 

https://reconnect-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/D15.2.pdf
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processes, would be a creative and unprecedented step towards bringing citizens closer to the 

institutions. 

Fourth, a robust defence of the rule of law. A democratic union clearly also needs an EU that is strongly 

grounded in the rule of law. This was a core element of the Union’s initial promise: to safeguard Europe 

from totalitarianism and dictatorship. The rule of law is closely related to democracy as such, as well as 

to fundamental rights, but also to the functioning of the common market. The rule of law is not merely 

an institutional principle that regards the design and functioning of European and national judicial 

institutions and their relations to politics. The rule of law is equally a societal principle that needs to be 

part and parcel of how citizens as well as other actors in society relate to (European and domestic) 

institutions. The rule of law is also a quintessential element of the fundamental value of justice. Hence, 

the examination of institutional and domestic behaviour in relation to the rule of law is of great 

importance and would need to be robustly inserted into the Treaties. Such monitoring could 

prominently include the voice of citizens and civil society actors, contributing in this to a dynamic 

relation of society to the rule of law and allowing citizens to take recourse to the EU when the 

functioning of national institutions is hampering. Concretely, this could among others be facilitated by 

a rule of law platform which allows citizens to signal rule of law problems or the extensive consultation 

of civil society actors on the ground. When rule of law problems occur in a systematic manner, the 

existing EU mechanisms for intervention (the so-called Article 7 procedures) would need to be made 

much more effective. As the systemic violation of the rule of law concerns citizens directly, the role of 

the European Parliament should be strengthened considerably, while the weight of Member States in 

the European Council and the Council should be reduced as it allows abusive powers to obstruct the 

process, undermining not only the rule of law, but also democratic openness (in terms of equal access 

to institutions and politics), transparency and accountability. 

Fifth, the strengthening and expansion of fundamental rights. The EU not only needs a stronger 

protection of rule of law institutions (such as independent courts). It also needs to make fundamental 

rights more robust as well as more accessible to ordinary citizens. The social dimensions of European 

citizenship need strengthening so as to enhance pan-European solidarity. Citizens with a robust legal 

and rule of law awareness, good knowledge of human rights and their applicability, and clear 

understanding of the routes of access to courts (including the European Court of Justice) can help make 

the EU a dynamic Union, based on a democratic rule of law. A democratic Union needs to be robustly 

embedded in a widely shared democratic and rule of law culture. 
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