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1. THE PURPOSE AND STRUCTURE OF THE RESEARCH 

1.1. Purposes 

One of the mainstream directions of European studies deals with democracy and the democratic 

features of the European Union (EU). Is the EU democratic? How should we theorize democracy in 

the case of the EU when we miss the needed definition of this polity both in political science and 

constitutional law? What does the Treaty on the European Union (TEU) mean when it declares the 

value of democracy and the democratic attributes of the EU? Should it or can it be democratic, at all? 

And if it is not, how should we make it more democratic? These are the questions that my doctoral 

dissertation intends to answer, contributing with different replies and with a new approach to this 

wide debate. The topic is an old one but the question of this thesis is newer: is it possible to 

democratize the EU with institutions beyond representation? In this respect, one main purpose of 

this work is to re-examine the participatory theory of democracy in the light of the decades-old 

debate on the democratic deficit introducing a new definition of this deficit focusing on the 

participation instead of representation, and by this new interpretation of democratic deficit, adding 

the possibility of direct participation of citizens into the democratization discourse. 

Another purpose of this thesis comes directly from the above mentioned aim: analyzing and 

interpreting direct democracy, based on the modern not-representation-focused democracy theory. 

The academic debate on direct democracy could not achieve neither the diversity nor the objectivity 

of the researches and debates of representative institutions. The institutions and practices of 

initiative and referendum (I&R) as tools of citizen lawmaking or direct legislation are discussed 

mainly in Swiss and U.S. researches. Although one can find countless papers and books about the 

popular vote and referendums, these researches interpret the randomly selected votes as special 

political events or as obstacles of representative institutions, defining requirements towards direct 

democracy that they do not mention in the case of representation. Therefore, I do not only overview 

the literature of direct democracy but also show and overview its actual practice. This summary can 

make possible to define the basic patterns of direct democracy, which may help us evaluating the 

achievements of institutions and procedures for direct citizen participation in any polity. While there 

exists an exhaustive amount of political science and constitutional law literature about the patterns 

and functioning of representation, parliamentary system and democratic elections, this kind of 

descriptive and normative literature is underdeveloped or almost missing in the case of I&R and 

other participatory forms. 

Last, but not least, I tried to draw up some key findings and conclusions which, beside their 

potential academic values, may contribute to any political community’s democratization efforts. 



DEMOCRACY BEYOND REPRESENTATION 

 

 3 

1.2. Theme and structure 

The theme of the dissertation is democracy; in a narrower sense, the participatory theory of 

democracy, the practice of direct democracy and the democratization of the EU along these lines. 

According to these topics, the dissertation consists of three bigger parts, beyond the introductory 

and concluding chapters.  

The first part discusses the topics of EU and democracy and the mainstream definitions and 

theories of democratic deficit (2nd chapter), followed by the academic literatures and definitions of 

democracy and democratic (as adjective) in political science and the redefined theory of democratic 

deficit, based on the participatory theory of democracy (3rd chapter). 

The second part deals with the institutional set-up and practice of modern direct democracy, 

based on the Swiss and U.S. examples. As the academic literature of the popular votes and direct 

democracy is fairly complex and sometimes confusing, it seemed useful to systematize it at first (4th 

chapter) through focusing on the differences of the approaches, and through the main democratic 

theories that dominate the mainstream of political science but have little or no connection to the 

real Swiss and U.S. practices. After this literature review I summarize the institutional background 

and practice of I&R (5th chapter); the initiative and the referendum appear in comparative 

perspective, which can help us to define the basic patterns of any direct democratic polity: the ability 

to initiate, decision-focusing and predictability. The comparative analysis made possible and 

inevitable to examine the mainstream critics against direct democracy (6th chapter) as many of them 

(tyranny of majority, elimination of representation, competence of the electorate) may appear in the 

EU-democratization debate. 

 The third part discusses the challenges and possibilities of direct democracy in the EU. As for 

the academics, this is usually means the practice and consequences of national popular votes in the 

Member States. I prepared a thorough summary about all 61 votes held since 1972 and their possible 

democratizing effects on the EU (7th chapter). In the next step, still focus on the practice, as I examine 

and evaluate the one and only participatory element of the EU’s institutional set-up, the European 

Citizens Initiative (ECI). I tried to answer the question whether it was a real direct democratic reform, 

and could lead to an actual democratization in the EU (8th chapter). Finally, the 9th chapter elaborates 

those academic and NGO proposals and analyzes which promote I&R as expedient and feasible 

institutions for democratizing the EU since the 1990s. 

2. THEORY AND METHODS 

Though the dissertation is on the border of three social science areas like political science 

(democracy studies), constitutional law and international relations (European studies), it is obviously 
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written from a political science perspective using theories and methods of political science. As the 

key terms of the thesis are democracy and democratic decision-making, applying normativism and 

institutionalism as theoretical and methodological frames seemed almost self-evident. 

The academic literature of democracy is mainly written from a normative and institutionalist 

point of view with partly descriptive and partly descriptive methods and with a strong focus on the 

institutions of a political system.1 The same is true regarding the literature on the EU: normativism (is 

the EU democratic enough? does the integration go forward?) and institutionalism is typical. In this 

regard, the dissertation does not add anything new to the discourses: similarly to other works, it 

focuses on the patterns of democratic decision-making, applying well-known democracy theories and 

the mechanisms of political institutions. In this respect, I applied institutionalism for elaborating the 

Swiss and U.S. models of direct democracy, and also for summarizing popular votes on the EU 

integration and evaluating the first five years of ECI. Normativism and institutionalism including their 

characteristic methods like descriptive-inductive, formal-legal and historic-comparative analysis are 

well-known theories and methods for analyzing democracy (Rhodes 1997: 42-47). However, the 

dissertation attempts to open new ways in two directions, thereby giving new answers to the old 

questions.  

One of these possible new directions is the elaboration of the relationship between EU and 

democracy. The classic debates and views on democratic deficit always return to the statehood of 

the EU as a crucial point to evaluate not only the democracy in the EU but the claim itself that the EU 

should be democratic (see Moravcsik 2002 and 2008, and also Majone 1998 and 2006). The reason 

behind this argument is that the model of modern democracy is the modern (nation-) state, notably 

the representative democracy, and therefore these authors approach the phenomenon of 

democratic deficit from a representation-focused democratic theory. When it comes to my approach 

in the dissertation, I do not find the statehood of the EU to be a necessary and inevitable prerequisite 

to elaborate and evaluate its democratic features, because the term “democratic” can be applied not 

any other social forms, not only to states. As SIMON HIX and BJØRN HØYLAND finds, the EU is a political 

system according DAVID EASTON’s political system definition (Easton 1957), therefore one can analyze 

the EU as a political system, through political norms or standards like democracy (Hix-Høyland 2011: 

12-16). Hix and ANDREAS FØLLESDAL build their argument to this approach, too, but their analysis about 

the democratic deficit focuses mainly on the deficits of the representation in the EU (i.e. on Member 

States and the EU, parties and the electorate, the European Parliament and its representativity, 

competitiveness and accountability). 

                                                           
1
 Although the dissertation does not apply the discourse theory, this does not mean that direct democracy shall 

not be elaborated from a discourse theory approach, see below Theses, Chapter 4.  
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Unlike these interpretations, my work follows a different democratic theory, where the key 

distinctive term of democracy is not representation but participation. According to this, the most 

relevant theoretical and intellectual source of the dissertation is CAROLE PATEMAN’s book 

(Participation and Democratic Theory, 1970), which was the very first critical overview of mainstream 

democratic theories and brought the term ‘participation’ into the academic discourse about 

democracy. Though Pateman did not pursue to create the exact procedural rules or institutional 

features of participatory democracy, it was already a vast innovation to introduce a new 

understanding of democracy in which central terms are not the representative institutions, the ideas 

of accountability and competitiveness and so forth, but the participation of citizens (in other words, 

the activity of members of the demos). It’s worth to note that though contemporary politics, social 

movements and emerging social theories of the 1960s could have provide countless examples to 

confirm her argument, Pateman referred to classics instead, like JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU or JOHN 

STUART MILL. The reason behind this might be to illustrate that the emphasized role of civic 

participation is not a brand new phenomenon and innovation of contemporary social movements but 

an old one, and the significance of participation was marginalized only due to the expansion of 

representation-focused theories of democracy. 

Accordingly, the dissertation evaluates the democratic features of the EU not through the 

lens of representation, but from a participatory perspective. However, as Pateman did not specify 

the detailed standards and institutional patterns of participatory democracy, I tried to define them in 

my work. In order to do this, I applied those (one may say: classic) works about democracy that do 

not connect strongly to representation but specify democratic prerequisites and features in a more 

general way. Among them, the most relevant works were the articles and books of PHILIPPE C. 

SCHMITTER and TERRY LYNN KARL (What democracy is… and is not in Journal of Democracy, 1991), 

ROBERT ALAN DAHL (On Democracy, 1998), and ANTHONY BIRCH (The Concepts and Theories of Modern 

Democracy, 1993), that helped to redefine democratic deficit from a participatory approach. 

The other, almost untrodden path in this thesis is the detailed presentation of direct 

democracy, including both its institutional set-up and its practice, or more exactly, the specification 

of those standards and features that we need for evaluating any democratization processes and 

proposals. The (mainly Swiss and U.S.) literature of I&R contains a lot of books about the historical 

background, the institutional frames and procedures, the practice and the political, social and 

economic consequences. One may also find a wide range of books by the critics of direct democracy. 

What is missing is the theory of direct democracy, or more precisely, an attempt to give a theoretical 

framework for further researches. That is why the comparison of Swiss and U.S. experiences plays 

important role in the dissertation. I had to answer the question, whether there are common patterns 
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that may base a theory, or at least an approach on direct democracy. I found the GIOVANNI SARTORI’s 

harsh criticism of direct democracy very convincing: “…theory is placed above the facts, because it 

has to overcome and evaluate them; but I also think that it has to take the facts into account, and the 

way as the experience reacts back to the theory” (Sartori 1999: 10, translated from Hungarian to 

English by the author). I also found it important to discuss the most relevant criticism of direct 

democracy; also, when this criticism was formulated in a representative versus direct democracy 

context (the majority of tyranny, the competence of the electorate, the elimination of 

representation), I confronted these arguments with representation too, avoiding double standards. 

As the thesis elaborates three relating but distinct topics, the literature review cannot be 

found in the introduction of the work but at the beginning of the main themes instead. Whenever it 

seemed necessary, I overviewed the relating academic literature chapter by chapter. The 

bibliography consists of works mainly from the area of political science; this does not mean that 

constitutional law or IR has nothing relevant to say about direct democracy, but in order to ensure a 

clear theoretical and analytical approach it did not seem a good way to mix the disciplines. 

Normativism and institutionalism were important factors for selecting the literature, 

especially in the case of direct democracy and the proposals about I&R in the EU. Though one may 

find countless writings about direct democracy and about popular votes on European integration 

from a behavioral perspective and theory, these sources are not part of my research, because they 

tend to elaborate participatory democracy and direct citizen participation according to the results of 

popular votes and other activities. So not surprisingly, these writings find that active civic 

participation may endanger further integration, or obstruct the decision-making of representative 

bodies. These are legitimate findings from their own point of views, of course, but the approach that 

the quality and the content of civic participation should legitimate further participation or exclusion 

from decision-making is totally against the basic idea of my dissertation. One fundamental 

assumption of mine is that democracy, either in its representative or participatory form, is legitimate 

not because of some qualified content of the particular decisions (good, wise, sustainable, profitable, 

lead to stronger or deeper integration, reduce budget deficit, and so on), but because of the actors, 

institutions, procedures and norms through which these decisions are actually passed. 

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND FINDINGS 

Whereas the thesis is written about the democratic deficit and the democratization of the EU from a 

participatory perspective with a special focus on direct democracy, three questions were put into the 

center of my research which may bring us closer to elaborate and evaluate the former and recent 

developments in the EU’s “participatory democratization” process (popular votes in the Member 
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States, ECI and proposals about the introduction of I&R in the EU). What does democratic deficit 

mean from a participatory democratic approach? What is direct democracy? And lastly, can the EU 

be democratized with participatory democratic institutions, and how? 

3.1. What is democratic deficit from a participatory democratic approach? 

When it comes to the political debates and academic literature of European integration, the term 

‘democratic deficit’ plays a main role in political science since the end of the 1980s, and almost every 

institutional and democratization reform begun with this term. Though it’s a complex phenomenon 

with various definitions, its mainstream academic understandings have been consolidated along the 

main and decisive arguments in the democratic deficit debate. According to GIANDOMENICO MAJONE, 

democratic deficit comes from the special (but inevitable) situation that one finds basic differences 

between the constitutional and political structure of the EU and a nation-state, a comparison where 

the EU will always lose (Majone 1998 and 2006). ANDEW MORAVCSIK partly agrees with this and states 

that the comparison of the EU to the nation-states is inadequate, because the EU is not a state, and 

the criticism frequently used regarding democratic deficit (the EU as a super state, partial legitimacy 

deficits, not transparent power relations, and so on) is not true at all (Moravcsik 2002). A couple of 

years later, in 2008 he already elaborates democratic deficit as a ‘myth’ (Moravcsik 2008). Simon Hix 

and Andreas Føllesdal give another description of this term: they argue the above-mentioned 

interpretations and provide a detailed explanation at which points and how the political system of 

the EU has deep democratic deficits, especially regarding its representative bodies and the power 

relations among them (Hix-Føllesdal 2006). 

Nevertheless, unlike their differences, these mainstream democratic deficit interpretations 

share a common pattern: democracy and the democratic functioning of a political system are 

automatically and self-evidently equal with the representative democracy in their arguments. Either 

they deny, trivialize, or acknowledge democratic deficit, they focus on the different forms of 

representation, between the Member States and the EU, between the electorate and either the 

European parties or the European Parliament. 

Carole Pateman provides convincing arguments for a participation-focused theory of 

democracy (Pateman 1970). Schmitter and Karl seem to reinforce this finding, putting that “[m]odern 

democracy, in other words, offers a variety of competitive processes and channels for the expression 

of interests and values” (Schmitter-Karl 1991: 28). One may ask why is this a re-interpretation to 

Pateman statement? Because one or more forms of representation (for instance, the representation 

of EU citizens through the national government and the European Parliament) do not provide plural, 

or as Schmitter-Karl say, a “variety of competitive processes and channels” for expressing our views, 
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values and interests, as they are only multiple forms of one kind of political presence or activity, 

namely the representation. 

While the literature of democracy helped us to consolidate what democracy and democratic 

is, and what kind of (normative, institutional, and so on) standards and benchmarks we have got to 

analyze and evaluate the functioning of representation, the participation-focused theory of 

democracy, including its leading authors, do not give us such standards. This is what I try to 

complement in the 3rd chapter of the dissertation. Prior to this, I had to clarify the meaning of 

participation; and as I use this term in the context of democracy (the rule of the people), under 

participation I mean not something general, wide definition of any kind of civic activity, but the 

narrower interpretation of constitutional law and international human rights documents, namely the 

political participation rights (i.e. direct and indirect participation in the conduct of public affairs), 

which are separated from civil liberties (like freedom of speech or freedom of assembly) in the every 

relevant sources.2 In sum, participatory democracy means that the citizens have direct, not 

representation-like institutional and procedural opportunities to take part in political decision-

making, or as the relevant human rights documents say, in the conduct of public affairs. And while 

some kind of representation is always present in a modern democracy, it seems reasonable to specify 

the forms of participatory democracy not in themselves, but in their relationship with the 

representation.3 Table 1 of these theses below illustrates the relationship between participation and 

representation (in the dissertation this is Table 2, page 43). 

This summary helps us to redefine the phenomenon of democratic deficit in the EU. When 

citizens have the opportunity to participate in decision-making, beside representation, in a 

coordinated way, there is no deficit in the given political system, at least from a participatory 

approach. If the political system offers only supplementary or subordinated opportunities for civic 

participation, or neither of them, then the democratic deficit is present. According to this 

interpretation, it is obvious that the EU faces an enormous democratic deficit, as it provides only the 

agenda initiative (ECI) for its citizens, and this deficit can be resolved only at the EU level, where it 

has been emerged. This also means that any given participation-focused democratization project in 

any or all Member States would not result in the elimination of this democratic deficit. 

                                                           
2
 All major human rights documents, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the International 

Covenant on Civic and Political Rights (1966), the European Convention of Human Rights (1951, 1952) and the 
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (2000) separate the right to conduct of public affairs (and free elections) 
from the right of assembly and the right of association (and in some of them from the right to petition), though 
these basic rights also end in participation. However, as the political participation rights connect the more 
strongly to the exercise of state power (or democracy, as rule “of the people, for the people, by the people”, 
paraphrasing Abraham Lincoln), I found useful to define participation this narrower way. 
3
 I find this important because participatory democracy means otherwise many things and have a wide range of 

institutional forms and procedures, from citizen councils to participatory budgets, neighborhood councils and 
deliberative democracy. 
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1. Table: The relationship of participatory democracy and representation 

 realization of participation mandate for representation institutions, procedures 

coordinated 
guaranteed by constitutional 
and legal rules and initiated 

by citizens, too 

the representative bodies 
cannot obstruct citizen 

participation and have no 
veto rights over citizens’ 

decisions 

direct democracy 

supplementary 

guaranteed by constitutional 
and legal rules but no 

options for direct citizen 
initiatives 

representative bodies cannot 
obstruct citizen participation 
but the proposal or decision 

came from participatory 
mechanisms is not binding 

for them 

mandatory referendums, 
citizen councils, participatory 

budgets, agenda initiative
4
 

subordinated 
no legal guarantees, only 

case-by-case decisions by the 
representative bodies 

representative bodies are 
free from any kind of 

obligations from 
participatory mechanisms 

plebiscites, and additional, 
not institutionalized social 

consultations, forums 

3.2. What is direct democracy? 

Based on the above, if one accepts that the widest range of participation is available for citizens 

when they can both propose and pass regulations for themselves in a given political system, then this 

can be implemented perfectly by the institutions of I&R. This particular decision-making method is 

available in Switzerland and in the half of the U.S. federal states, and a comparative analysis of these 

countries made possible to verify the most common criticism in political science against direct 

democracy. This comparison made also possible to define the basic patterns and features of I&R, 

providing a useful template for the evaluation of any democratization project by the introduction of 

direct democracy. 

Though initially the Swiss model served as sample for the U.S. federal states, we find 

differences in the history and practice of direct democracy in both sides of the Atlantic. Whereas the 

referendum seems more important in Switzerland, initiative has much more significance in the U.S. 

Unlike the Swiss practice, referendum is hardly launched by the citizens in the U.S., instead the state 

legislatures launch them in a plebiscitary way. Also, Swiss do not apply the recall of recall, while this 

is an important element of direct democracy in many U.S. states. Nevertheless, I found that these 

basic differences do not affect the functioning of I&R, including their role and impact in the political 

system. 

When it comes to the commonalities, I&R is seen as an institutional form of power sharing, 

and not like a bothering obstacle against representation. What makes this clear is the reciprocity 

between participatory and representative processes: neither representation nor participation enjoys 

supremacy above the other. Moreover, I&R regulations are not based on the limitation of 

                                                           
4
 The agenda initiative differs because it is launched by the citizens but similarly to the other forms in this 

category, it has no binding consequences for the representation. 
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participation (unlike the Hungarian rules where the list of forbidden topics has been the central point 

since 1989). Likewise, both Switzerland and the U.S. federal states provide automatic procedures and 

safeguards to let the people’s initiative reach the ballot, if they get the required popular support (by 

signatures). Finally, both countries let the people decide not only about the topic of their proposal 

but people have a final say about the proposed laws, too. 

Summarizing the Swiss and U.S. I&R rules and practices, I found three fundamental attributes 

that can be interpreted also like normative characteristics of direct democracy as the highest level of 

participatory democracy (similarly as e.g. the principle of accountability in case of representation). 

These three attributes or principles are the 1) ability to initiate, 2) decision-focusing and 3) 

predictability.  

‘Ability to initiate’ means that citizens are free to decide whether they want to participate 

directly in the decision-making process or not. Namely, whether it is an initiative or a referendum, it 

depends on the people to launch it or not. This principle is complex; it has a substantive and a 

procedural side. The substantive side means that I&R is available in all topics in which the 

representative legislature may pass regulations (there are no forbidden topics for citizen lawmaking). 

The procedural side of this principle means that all criterions, requirements and procedures shall be 

clear and transparent, and the institutions of I&R should not be inaccessible for the citizens. (For 

example, neither the legislature, nor the electoral authorities shall obstruct civic participation.) 

The essence of ‘decision-focusing’ is that it is the electorate who decides. Voters can make 

decisions about the topic, the applied institution (initiative or referendum) and also about the final 

result itself (there will be a new law or not; passed by the citizens in case of initiative, and approved 

or vetoed by the citizens in case of referendum). There’s no need to further legislation works by the 

representatives (unlike the Hungarian process, where the people give only a mandate to further 

legislation, but cannot decide themselves). 

Finally, the principle of predictability means that the whole process is clear and foreseeable 

for all actors: the signature thresholds, the role of the authorities, the duties and rights of the 

initiators, the criteria of the voting, and so on. One very important element of this predictability is 

the timing of the vote, and though I found diverse concrete solutions in the Swiss and the U.S. 

practice, the idea is common: all votes are held in a regular way and a foreseeable time. Switzerland 

has four days in every year for the votes (one in every season, the schedule up to 2036 is available 

now). Similarly, U.S. states hold ballot votes in the November elections (and in the spring primary 

elections in even years). This practice eliminates the political debates and tricky games around the 

timing of the vote (which are well-known from European examples), and also provide clear, useful 

information for the citizens how to time (when to start) their own proposals. 
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Similarly to the Schmitter-Karl description of democracy (Schmitter-Karl 1991), one possible 

advantage of the abovementioned three characteristics (or principles) is that they are not strongly 

related to a special political entity (nation-state) but can be applied in any political system. In this 

respect, they are also applicable for evaluating the set-up and the practice of the ECI, and the 

proposals about the introduction of I&R in the EU. 

Before that, I also found it important to verify the mainstream criticism against direct 

democracy, based on my comparative Swiss-U.S. research. This is not so simple, considering the 

extremely confused terminology about direct democracy in political science (see Doctoral 

Dissertation, 4th and 5th chapters). According to the Swiss and U.S. institutional set-ups and practices, 

I found that 

 Direct democracy does not result in the tyranny of majority more often than 

representative democracy. Neither does it endanger any minorities (deny or obstruct 

rights, lead to discriminate results) more than representative legislation (see also 

Donovan-Bowler 1998, Frey-Goette 1998), nor does it produce decisions without 

compromises (a criticism Sartori emphasized). 

 The competency of the electorate is not relevant, if we hold that democracy is built upon 

the principles of universal suffrage and the equality of citizens. For a democratic decision, 

no substantive prerequisites are acceptable, for example that the voters should 

recognize the “good”, “wise” or “professional” decision as a preliminary condition to let 

them decide. (And, though the professional competence and effectiveness are neither 

guaranteed in the representative decision-making, many take it self-evident that even if 

the representative government makes bad, ineffective, harmful decisions, some kind of 

representation shall exist and no one shall deny its reasons, just because the 

representatives are not smart or enlightened enough.)  

 While representative democracy may exclude direct democracy completely, direct 

democracy does not eliminate representation. Moreover, referendum itself relates 

strongly to representation. Likewise, both the Swiss and the U.S. practices illustrate that 

representative legislations can be strongly involved in the processes (through counter-

proposal in Switzerland and the countless types of indirect initiatives in the U.S.). 

Consequently, it looks evident that the practice does not verify but negates instead the most 

common theoretical criticism and fears towards direct democracy. 
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3.3. Towards participatory democracy in the EU: is it possible and feasible?  

The democratization of the EU by I&R emerges the role of popular votes (referendums and 

plebiscites) held about the European integration since 1972 and their effects on democratic deficit of 

the EU. Of course, all 61 votes held in 28 states (25 are EU-members, Liechtenstein, Norway and 

Switzerland are non-members) play an important and meaningful role in the history of the 

integration process, but these were not EU-wide votes. These were national popular votes, the 

related campaigns were about national conflicts and their outcomes were formed and affected by 

national politics, even if all these votes had an ultimate impact on the EU itself. Moreover, a 

significant part of them (40%) decided on the membership (joining, remaining or leaving the 

integration), therefore the so called policy issues and big reform treaties were put to vote only in a 

few states, usually in Denmark and Ireland. This fact does not weaken but strengthen democratic 

deficit; due to the different national regulations on direct democracy, some EU citizens have the right 

to form the future of the community directly like others have not. This violates the principle of the 

equality of EU citizens (Rose 2013). Furthermore, the overwhelming part of these 61 votes does not 

fulfill the abovementioned principles of I&R (ability to decide, decision-focusing, predictability). And 

finally, the big majority of these votes were mandatory referendums or plebiscites and this means 

that according to Table 1 (see above at page 9) these belong to the supplementary or subordinated 

categories of participation. 

Unlike these votes, the ECI is available for every EU citizen. The introduction of the agenda 

initiative into the EU level appeared in the reform ideas in the early 1990s, later it was declared in 

the Constitutional Treaty under the principle of participatory democracy, but when it became finally 

a reality in the 2007 Reform Treaty, participation disappeared, and the ECI has been established as a 

supplementary element of the principle of “representative democracy”. However, the meaning and 

content of this latter phrase has not been clarified so far. The sole function of the ECI is to let the 

people put issues directly on the table of the European Commission, in which the initiators may 

propose EU regulations. This means that it never leads to popular vote, and even one million 

signatures do not bind the Commission to do any meaningful step towards the proposal. Therefore, 

the ECI seems to be rather an illusion than a real participation of citizens. Even though the lack of 

popular vote in the process of the agenda initiative does not necessarily mean that the ECI is a rather 

a deliberately useless reform than a real attempt to relieve democratic deficit, the practice of the 

first five years proves this assumption (here Table 2, in the dissertation Table 13, page 162).  
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2. Table: The ECI in numbers (2012- May 2017) 

 refused in progress resigned unsuccessful
5
 successful sum 

2012 7 30,43% 0 0 6 26,08% 7 30,43% 3 13,04% 23 

2013 7 43,75% 0 0 1 6,25% 8 50% 0 0% 16 

2014 5 50% 0 0 3 30% 2 20% 0 0% 10 

2015 0 0% 2 33,3% 3 50% 1 16,6% 0 0% 6 

2016 0 0% 2 66,6% 1 33,3% 0 0% 0 0% 3 

2017 1 16,66% 5 83,3% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 6 

Sum 20 31,25% 9 14,06% 14 21,87% 18 28,13% 3 4,69% 64 

 

Interestingly, the European Commission seemed to be much more open to the non-official 

initiatives launched before the adoption of ECI regulation in 2011. It is highly problematic that the 

Commission decided to introduce further actions in the case of only one initiative and left the two 

other successful ECIs without any meaningful answer. One may ask why there are so few successful 

initiatives. Elaborating the procedure it seems that the over-bureaucratized, not citizen-friendly, 

overcomplicated substantive and procedural rules of the ECI regulation do apply none of the three 

principles of I&R explained above. While the popular votes on EU integration did not weaken 

democratic deficit, it is obvious that the ECI is not more successful in this either, and in the case of 

the latter the problem does not arise from the diverse restrictive rules of the Member States, but 

due to the EU regulation and the activities of the Commission itself. 

Summarizing the two types of I&R proposals prepared for the EU, we find a different picture. 

The one group of them argue for an almost full implementation of the Swiss I&R model (EUROTOPIA, 

Mehr Demoratie, ASTRID ÉPINEY, MICHAEL NENTWICH, YANNIS PAPADOPULOS), and the other group of 

reform ideas proposes the introduction of the referendum (Philippe C. Schmitter, JÜRGEN HABERMAS, 

RENÉ SCHWOK, RICHARD ROSE, and FRANCOIS CHENEVAL-MÓNICA FERRIN). The works in the first group would 

create a coordinated relationship between the representative and proposed participatory institutions 

of the EU according to Table 1. Considering that most of them were written based on the model of 

Swiss direct democracy, it is not surprising that all of them fulfill the requirements of I&R principles 

(ability to initiate, decision-focusing, predictability). When it comes to the referendum-proposals, the 

first principle would be limited, as the authors prefer mandatory referendums instead of facultative 

(citizen-initiated) ones. However, all proposals, whether they argue for full I&R or just referendum, 

talk about the EU-level regardless of the Member States’ own regulations. It is a logical supposition 

that the chance of the realization of these proposals is low, as they suggest that Member States 

should/will implement this kind of reform at the EU level, though none of them facilitates any kind of 

direct participation at national level. But the tough political realities cannot be the obstacles of 

                                                           
5
 Unsuccessful ECIs are those which did not manage to collect one million signatures during a year. They are 

called as initiatives with “insufficient support” in the official database of the European Commission. 
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political thought, as the existence of the democratic deficit in the EU cannot obstruct us creating 

ideas and proposals towards a more democratic European Union. 

3.4. Conclusions 

In sum, it seems clear that the way one interprets democracy and democratic deficit, either from a 

representative or a participatory approach, determines the factual effects of a given democratization 

project. If the goal of this democratization project aims that we should provide tools and institutions 

for the citizens beside or beyond the representative ones, then we must step out from the 

framework of the mainstream (representation-focused) democratic theories in order to make these 

democratization efforts functional and effective. Consequently, as long as the actors of European 

integration, including politicians, political parties, academia and the civic society do not begin to 

rethink the longtime cited value of democracy and principle of democratic functioning, one may 

hardly expect that any kind of institutional reform could lead to success and meaningful 

development regarding the democratic state of the EU. 

4. FURTHER RESEARCH DIRECTIONS  

The three topics discussed in the doctoral thesis can open new research options in all three 

directions (participation and democratic theory, direct democracy, and the democratization of the 

EU). 

 When it comes to the ECI, a deeper research about the European Commission’s registration 

practice seems useful almost automatically: are there distinctive patterns and standpoints in the 

registration procedures of the initiatives? What are the reasons that the Commission is not open at 

all to discuss the proposals which came from European citizens? Do the rejections of some initiatives 

by the Commission lead to growing anti-EU sentiments in the related social communities or the 

actions of one sole institution do not have such effect on the public support of the EU? Though these 

questions would need enormous empirical research, they could also highlight the background, and 

especially the cultural and institutional patterns of the EU’s democratic deficit. 

The Swiss and U.S. I&R practices highlight two interesting research areas that got nearly no 

attention in the Swiss and U.S. literature, whereas the “general” works on democracy, popular votes 

and democratization do not mention them at all. First is the procedural side of direct democracy: the 

role of state bureaucracy in informing the electorate, easing the triggering and other activities 

(campaign, public presence among others) during the signature collection period; how do the Swiss 

and U.S. bureaucracies make this either easier or more difficult? This comparison may lead to some 

interesting output because the two polities have fundamental differences in their campaign rules and 

electoral procedures (including campaign finance), so we could have some insight of the effects and 
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consequences of the disparate regulations. Second, a thorough comparative research of 

referendums, with a special regard to the role of the parties and leading political actors could be also 

fruitful. Do the topics they launch as popular referendums (in Switzerland), or legislative 

referendums (in the U.S.) affect somehow the popular support of the parties and governors in the 

U.S. federal states and in Switzerland? 

Finally, the themes of participatory theory of democracy and direct democracy lead us 

almost self-evidently to the area I deliberately avoided in this doctoral thesis: the history of the 

undermining of the institutions of national popular vote and agenda initiative (the so-called “népi 

kezdeményezés”), and the local institutions of direct democracy, including the constitutional and 

legal background, the procedures and the practice in Hungarian politics from 1989 till now. This 

would cover the more and more dysfunctional substantive and procedural rules, and also the special 

“weapon-like” use of popular votes by the opposition parties “to defend” or “restore” democracy. 

Accordingly, a discourse analysis of the political and legal debates on direct democracy and on the 

occasional initiatives, including the decisions of the Hungarian Constitutional Court, could help us to 

illustrate the ruling thoughts on democracy and demos in Hungary. Such a profound research would 

bring us closer not only to illustrate the successes and failures of the democratic mechanisms in the 

Third Hungarian Republic, but it could also become a contribution to the ever-growing literature of 

direct democracy. 
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Conference lectures 

Ünnepi konferencia az ELTE megalakulásának 375. évfordulója alkalmából, 2010. április 23. ELTE ÁJK, 

„…to form a more perfect Union…” A polgári kezdeményezés jelentősége, lehetősége és jövője az 

Európai Unióban (előadás a politikatudományi szekcióban) 

XIV. Politológus Vándorgyűlés, Eger-Noszvaj, 2008. június - Közvetlen demokrácia vagy népszavazás? 

Közvetlen demokrácia és népszavazás-modellek (előadás a „Közvetlen és képviseleti demokrácia” 

szekcióban) 

XIII. Politológus Vándorgyűlés, Pécs, 2007. június. – Európai identitás és az európai polgári 

kezdeményezés (előadás az „Identitás és tudásdimenziók az európai integrációban” szekcióban) 

Marburg, Philipps Universität, 2007. április 19-22.: Direct Democracy in Local Politics in European 

Countries – workshop presentation: Learning by doing? Facts about the local DD in Hungary.   

Egyszer volt, hol nem volt az állam… ELTE ÁJK PTI Doktorandusz-konferencia, 2007. április 13. ELTE 

ÁJK: Fából vaskarika? Közvetlen demokrácia és állam a XXI. században. (előadás a „Magyarország: 

állam és politika” szekcióban) 

Towards a More Democratic Europe – Contributions by Hungary and Switzerland. Budapest, 2006. 

november 20. (IRI-EUROPE, Svájc Budapesti Nagykövetsége, Liberális Fiatalok Egyesülete): Hungarian 

experiences with referenda (presentation) 

IRI-Europe: Teaching toolkit of modern direct democracy – Svájci Államszövetség ODA-VISSZA 

program. – Direct democracy in Hungary 1989-2006 (előadás a program nyitónapján, 2006. március 

27-én a budapesti Andrássy Német Nyelvű Egyetemen). 

XI. Politológus Vándorgyűlés, Siófok, 2005. június. – Országos népszavazási kezdeményezések 

Magyarországon 1989-2004. (előadás a „Népszavazás, közvetlen demokrácia” szekcióban) 

Study tours, scholarships 

Study of the U.S. Institute on American Politics and Political Thought. United States Department of 

State Scholarship – University of Massachusetts. June 16-July 29, 2010. Scholarship for academics 

from universities, focusing on American Politics and political thoughts organized by the University if 

Massachusetts, Amherst (40 seminars in 4 weeks with leading academics, mainly in the UMass 

Amherst, in a contribution with the University of Virginia, Shippensburg University, University of 

Connecticut, meeting with local, state-level and federal public officials in the Massachusetts and 

Pennsylvania State Houses, visiting the main institutions of national politics and historic heritage). 

Teaching toolkit of modern direct democracy. May 18-21, 2006. Study tour in Switzerland, organized 

by the Swiss Federal Council (the federal government) and IRI-EUROPE, for visiting federal, cantonal 

and local election committees and NGOs. The purpose of the study tour was an introduction into the 

historical background, institutional set-up and procedures of Swiss direct democracy. 
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