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When I wrote my first book “The Structural Transformation 

of the Public Sphere” some fifty years ago, there was no 

electronic network, no digital era, and no challenges 

thereof. Television was the only rival for books, journals 

and radio programs. That we in our family did not even have 

had a TV-set at the time, was not too bad. As it turned 

out, television only intensified those already existing 

plebiscitary trends within the political public sphere that 

I had observed with an eye on the older media – a profes-

sionalization of public relations management, a commercial-

isation and personalization of political messages in the 

communication between political elites and citizens, mixed 

types of messages like infotainment and so on. To-day, how-

ever, my situation has changed in view of the new electron-

ic media. My present innocence has a disqualifying impact. 

 

As before I am lacking familiarity with the most recent ri-

val of the print media, digital communication. Of course, 

in my daily work I would be lost without my PC. But I am 

not a native inhabitant of the new virtual space. I enjoy a 

strictly private e-mail address in order to defend myself 

against a flood of intrusive mails and I make a rather se-

lective use of the internet, just for academic purposes. I 

do not participate in social media, do not read e-books and 

do not listen to the voices of impressive actor who read 

novels. I only listen, from time to time, to the reports  
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that my grand-daughter gives me about her new brave world. 

However, to-day the impact of the new media on the trans-

formation of the public sphere marks a difference that is a 

real difference. Thus I am not in the position to focus my 

lecture on the challenges of the digital era and have to 

limit the presentation on only one of the two academic 

fields in which I worked when I wrote my book on the public 

sphere. At that time I was interested in public communica-

tion and mass media on one side, democracy and the comple-

mentary relation between capitalism and the constitutional 

state on the other. To-day I will talk only on the latter 

topic - the transformation of democracy we now envisage in 

Europe.  

                             * 

At present political scientists are puzzled by a cluster of 

ambivalent attitudes among citizens in contemporary Western 

democracies. Whereas the decline in voting, in party mem-

bership and other forms of political participation indicate 

the spread of political apathy and, more generally, of al-

ienation from politics, active minorities and protest 

groups press for more direct democracy. Let me call this 

paradoxical simultaneity of contrasting reactions – growing 

political indifference and intensified engagement – the 

syndrom of “post-democracy”.1 This phenomenon can be ex-

plained as a rational response of citizens to the percep-

tion of their waning opportunities to gain some impact on 

the actual direction of governmental policies. National de-

mocracies are dismantled, because national governments in 

                     
1 Blühdorn speaks of the “democratic paradox” in Simulative Demokratie 

(Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2013), 35ff. He observes “the paradoxical coexist-

ence of democratic expectations and positive attitudes that are becom-

ing radicalized, on the one side, and growing disillusionment and dis-

tance—that is, the burgeoning awareness of the limits of the capabili-

ties and development of democracy–on the other” (36).  
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fact become more and more dependent on the systemic impera-

tives of a global environment they no longer can control. 

                               * 

Let me proceed in four steps. I will first illustrate the 

post-democratic syndrom by some empirical findings from 

voting research in Germany, a country whose political sys-

tem, unlike that of Greece, Portugal, Ireland and Italy, 

has until now been largely spared by the current banking 

and debt crisis. The apparent normalcy of democracy in this 

country brings us on the trail of the essential problem, 

the electorate’s realistic perception of the diminishing 

power of national governments to shape the economic and so-

cial conditions of the political community and to solve ma-

jor problems instead of sheer muddling through (I). Refer-

ring to the transition from the national to the post-

national condition, I will then explain why national gov-

ernments suffer from a narrowed scope for political action, 

while the compensatory network of international organiza-

tions withdraws from the reach of democratic legislation at 

home (II). As a potential response to the loss of balance 

between politics and the markets, I will next discuss, a 

keen strategy – that of a transnationalisation of democracy 

(III). And in the final part I am going to treat the exam-

ple of the present economic crisis as a challenge for the 

future of democracy in all of the member-states of the Eu-

ropean Monetary Union (EMU)(IV). 

 

I. Indicators of declining political involvement 

 

Up to the end of the 1970s voter turnout increased steadily 

in Germany, a trend that was uniform throughout the whole 

country. Since the late 1980s, however, a downward trend 

has become apparent in which levels of participation in 

state elections have at times even sunk below 60%, in mu-
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nicipal elections below 50%, and in European elections be-

low 40%.2 Nonvoters are concentrated in urban districts 

with disproportionately high levels of poverty and unem-

ployment. Income, social status, and level of education are 

the key sociological variables when it comes to explaining 

voting behavior. Nonvoters explain their abstention from 

voting among other things with their experience of the lack 

of responsiveness. The stronger their feeling that their 

interests are not being taken into account, the more they 

feel themselves confirmed in their growing indifference. 

The more the political parties recognize in turn that they 

cannot expect to receive any support from this clientele, 

the more they orient themselves to other segments of the 

electorate. In this way, abstention by underprivileged 

classes and the neglect of their interests by the parties 

which are actually responsible for them become caught up in 

a circular process, so that the two forms of behavior rein-

force each other.3 Political scientists describe this vi-

cious circle as an “exclusionary learning cycle of mutual 

alienation between elites and underprivileged citizens.”4  

 

Decreasing party affiliation is a further indicator of the 

growing distance between the citizens and the political 

system. Since the beginning of the 1990s, the large parties 

have experienced a dramatic decline in membership. This is 

matched by a decreasing share in the votes enjoyed by the 

so-called catch-all parties. Moreover, the fragmentation of 

the electorate into a broader spectrum of parties promotes 

                     
2 Armin Schäfer, “Der Nichtwähler als Durchschnittsbürger,” in E. 

Bytzek and S. Rossteutscher (eds), Der unbekannte Wähler (Frankfurt am 

Main: Campus, 2013),133-54, here 138. In what follows I draw on this 

and other studies by A. Schäfer. 
3 Armin Schäfer illustrates this (in Bytzekl and Rossteutscher (2013), 

151, figure 8) in terms of the example of the implicit party prefer-

ences of German nonvoters.  
4 C. Offe, “Participatory Inequality in the Austerity State,” in A. 

Schäfer and W. Streeck (eds), Politics in the Age of Austerity (Cam-

bridge, Engl.: Polity Press, 2013), 196-218, here 203. 
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the increase in floating voters, who today represent around 

one third of the electorate.5 However, floating voters do 

not constitute a homogeneous group.6 Regarding their moti-

vation, the portion recruited from the less well-informed 

and less well-educated sectors of society is presumably 

similar to the group of nonvoters. On the other hand, a ma-

jority of those who change their party affiliations fre-

quently or constantly are well-informed and well-educated 

citizens. The erratic behavior of these voters points to a 

general decrease in confidence in the competence of politi-

cal parties.7  

 

The conspicuous chronology of the trends described, all of 

which went into reverse at around the same time during the 

1980s, coincides with the beginning of the discussion in 

national public arenas of the undesirable effects that eco-

nomic deregulation had on income distribution, job securi-

ty, and social inequality in general. The worldwide policy 

change beginning in the 1970s put the globalized markets, 

especially the system of financial markets, beyond the 

reach of national regulation, and as a consequence public 

expenditures decreased while social inequality got rein-

forced. It is a general fact, that skepticism concerning 

democracy among the population increases with growing so-

cial inequality, while political participation decreases.8  

 

                     
5 Bytzek and Rossteutscher (2013), 275. 
6 Bernhard Wessels, “Schwankende Wähler,” in Bytzek and Rossteutscher 

(2013), 43-58. 
7 Thomas Poguntke, “Ratlose Zwerge: Sind die Volksparteien am Ende?” in 

Bytzek and Rossteutscher (2013), 115-132, here 123ff. 
8 Armin Schäfer in: Schäfer, Streeck (2013), 188f.: “Using different 

methods and looking at different indicators confirms that inequality 

reduces citizens’ propensity to vote as well as their confidence in 

parliament and government. The attempt to reinvigorate growth through 

liberalization has left its imprint on democracy. As countries have 

grown more unequal, citizens have lost their faith in elections, par-

liaments and governments.”  
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But the ambivalence of the post-democratic pattern of be-

havior is specifically marked by a third trend which can be 

observed during the same period — namely, the increasing 

participation in citizens’ initiatives, petitions, and 

demonstrations right across all age groups.9 Local re-

sistance is often sparked by those large-scale construction 

projects involving long-term planning that bring home to 

the citizens the discrepancy between their limited oppor-

tunity to take part in the political decisions and the pro-

spect of being deeply affected by their undesirable conse-

quences. The analysis of the social composition of groups 

utilizing such procedures of direct democracy and protest 

shows that privileged sectors predominate to an even great-

er extent than they do in regular political elections any-

way.10 Political parties and public administrations are re-

sponding to the calls for alternative forms of participa-

tion and direct democracy by granting members and clients 

new rights and by actively promoting critical feed-back and 

cooperation. Within political parties, even nonmembers are 

sometimes being admitted to formal opinion- and will-

formation procedures. Rarely used constitutional articles 

regarding petitions, surveys of citizens and plebiscites 

are successfully revived by committed minorities.  

 

These are more or less helpless attempts to cushion an am-

bivalent attitude that is well captured by the German term 

“Polilitikverdrossenheit”. This kind of political discon-

tent is manifested in a sequence of reactions: people are 

angry, they protest, get disappointed and in the end turn 

their back to politics. When initiatives or protests fail, 

activism often turns into self-conscious refusal. In par-

                     
9 Simone Abendschön and Sigrid Rosstreutscher, “Jugend und Politik,” in 

Bytzek and Rossteutscher (2013), 59-80, here 76f.  
10 Armin Schäfer and Harald Schoen, “Mehr Demokratie, aber nur für 

wenige?” Leviathan 1/2013: 94-120, here 95.  
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ticular, committed sections of the population that enjoy 

higher social and educational status are responding with 

this kind of demonstrative abstention to their perception 

that the regular practice of elections does no longer have 

bite. In the run-up to the last national elections in Ger-

many (September 2013), it was a great majority of the in-

tellectuals who in a non-representative poll declared their 

decision to boycott a procedure which is loosing its sub-

stance.11  

 

The post-democratic syndrom is best characterized by the 

gap that has opened up over the past decades between the 

push for greater participation in, and growing alienation 

from, politics – and by a behavior that shifts between 

these two poles. Whereas growing political abstention among 

expanding parts of the underprivileged classes may be ex-

plained directly by the fact that these people do no longer 

expect any support from politics, the ambivalent post-

democratic pattern of behavior is more complex. It is ex-

plained by the realist perception that national governments 

have increasingly lost not their willingness but their 

strength to intervene for the purpose of shaping and im-

prove the lot of suffering parts of the population. This 

observation shifts the attention from the internal conse-

quences of economic globalization to the recent change in 

the international arena, the transition from the national 

to the post-national condition. For the domain on which 

citizens can only exercise influence through the democratic 

means is shrinking to the same extent that states have for-

feited scopes for political action in the course of global-

ization.  

 

                     
11 See the survey in Die Zeit of 5 September 2013, 43-5. 
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II. Transition from the national to the post-national Con-

dition 

 

In the second part I would like to illustrate the implica-

tions of this loss of control by presenting the scenario of 

a democratic welfare-state that tames undesired consequenc-

es of capitalism  in terms of a compromise between three 

players. This model starts with a modern state that is 

funded through taxation and simultaneously legitimized 

through democratic vote. We take the perspective of the 

main actor, the state, that has come to terms with the 

sometimes conflicting expectations of two co-actors, busi-

ness and citizens.  

 

At this stage, the state must, on the one hand, ensure cap-

italist growth, and hence a sufficient level of tax reve-

nue, while on the other hand satisfying the interests of 

citizens, on whose political support a democratically 

elected government depends. Ideally, the state can strike a 

balance between these two, as a general rule conflicting, 

demands only through intelligent strategies of crisis 

avoidance. On pain of suffering either economic crises or 

crises of social disintegration, the state on the one hand 

has to accommodate the profit expectations of companies by 

guaranteeing the fiscal, legal, and infrastructural condi-

tions for a profitable utilization of capital; on the other 

hand, it must simultaneously ensure equal freedoms for all 

and satisfy social welfare claims in the currency of fair 

income distribution and status security as well as of pub-

lic services and the provision of collective goods. To the 

extent that the Western democratic states succeeded more or 

less in striking such a balance during the third quarter of 

the past century, the so-called Golden Age (Hobsbawm), they 

have met roughly the conditions of that model. 
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However, in the following decades, with the world-wide 

shift towards the neoliberal policy pattern of deregula-

tion, nation states had to surrender control to the markets 

and were no longer able to play the independent role they 

are supposed to play in our welfare-state scenario.12 In 

the course of this development they had to grant the inter-

est in valorizing capital more and more priority over de-

mands for social justice with the result that they were 

less and less able to strike a balance between those con-

flicting demands through intelligent crisis avoidance 

strategies. Nevertheless, the most committed portions of 

the population were even then not simply retracting the 

standards of democracy they had become accustomed to during 

the so-called “Golden Age”. In that booming period a de-

manding understanding of democratic practices had gained 

currency among the populations and proved itself in cases 

of conflict. These robust normative orientations which 

where anchored in and reaffirmed by the democratic institu-

tions themselves caused trouble immediately after the ne-

oliberal turn in the 70ies and led Daniel Bell at the time 

to speak famously of “cultural contradictions of capital-

ism”.13 From the perspective of the interest in valorizing 

capital, however, these same demands appeared simply as a 

matter of an undue “inflation of demands.” According to my 

hypothesis, present post-democratic moods are symptomatic 

of those still simmering “cultural contradictions of capi-

talism”. 

 

In the meantime the contours of the post-national constel-

lation have become much clearer: the relationship between 

politics and power has been thrown out of kilter. The sys-

                     
12 Wolfgang Streeck, Gekaufte Zeit: Die Krise des demokratischen 

Kapitalismus (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2013).  
13 Dan Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism, New York 1976 
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temic imperatives that are penetrating national boundaries 

(today, above all, those of the unregulated global banking 

sector) are quasi-natural social and economic forces that 

must be domesticated if the existing democracies are not to 

be hollowed out. In the highly interdependent world socie-

ty, even superpowers are losing their functional autonomy 

in important policy fields. When faced with the global 

challenges of climate change, of global economic crises and 

imbalances, of the worldwide risks of large-scale technolo-

gy, including the intrusive nature of the present organiza-

tion of digital communication, and so forth, all states 

find themselves compelled to cooperate. This explains the 

rapid increase in the number and density of international 

organizations with far-reaching regional and in part global 

competences. But the inclusion of citizens in these supra-

national decision-making processes is not keeping pace with 

the intensified cooperation between the states, since na-

tional public spheres are decoupled from the ever denser 

horizontal networks of international cooperation. For the 

time being the price for governance beyond the nation state 

is the growing insignificance of legitimation processes 

within the nation state.  

 

‘Governance’ has become a euphemism. For even if all of the 

member states of an international organization were unim-

peachable democracies, the legitimation that they inherent-

ly bring with them would not be sufficient to justify deci-

sions of the organization as a whole — even less so the 

closer the cooperation between the member states, and the 

greater the invasiveness and relevance of the implementa-

tion of jointly concluded policies become. For from the 

perspective of the citizens of each of the national member 

states there is an asymmetry between the limited authoriza-

tion of their own national delegates and the scope of the 



 11 

 

compromises carried by all of the delegates together that 

impinge on the citizens of all of the member states alike. 

To this is added another deficit. In contrast to the deci-

sions of national cabinets that embrace all policy fields, 

the agenda of functionally specialized organizations is 

confined to specific fields in such a way that the narrow 

focus of each does not allow the undesirable external ef-

fects of decisions to be taken into account.  

 

For both reasons a form of paternalism is built into the 

legal form of this kind of international cooperation. The 

same thing holds for the international courts that make 

judgments without a sufficiently legitimized legal basis.14 

Technocratic regimes will continue to proliferate under the 

innocent title of “governance” as long as sources of demo-

cratic legitimation are not successfully tapped for supra-

national authorities. The major international organizations 

should not exercise their extensive political powers only 

in forms of law but should also exercise them in accordance 

with democratically generated law. Therefore, a transna-

tionalization of democracy offers itself as a way out of 

this dilemma.  

 

III. How can democracy be transnationalised? 

 

It will become possible to extend the chain of democratic 

legitimation beyond the boundaries of the nation state only 

on the condition that a certain type of supranational po-

litical communities emerge. This type must make possible a 

democratically legitimized form of rule even without the 

statist connotations of a government in the traditional 

sense.  

                     
14 Armin von Bogdandy and Ingo Venzke, “Zur Herrschaft Internationaler 

Gerichte,” Zeitschrift für ausländisches öffentliches Recht und 

Völkerrecht 70 (2010): 1-49.  
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In such a supranational multilevel system the three build-

ing blocks that are constitutive for any democratic system 

must be combined in a different way than in the nation 

state. Every democracy is composed, first, of a “nation” or 

“people” as the bearer of political will-formation, second, 

of the “state” as the organization that enables citizens to 

act collectively, and, finally, of the “legally constituted 

community of citizens” as the voluntary legal association 

of free and equal individuals. Only in the nation state are 

these three building blocks brought into social and terri-

torial alignment. Elsewhere I have developed a proposal for 

a varied composition of these building blocks in a suprana-

tional political community that would leave the democratic 

procedures intact.15 I cannot go further into this matter 

at this place. What is important, however, is the implica-

tion that the restriction of national sovereignty in favor 

of the transfer of sovereignty rights to transnational au-

thorities must not be purchased at the price of disenfran-

chising democratic citizens.  

 

Today citizens are disenfranchised much more by interna-

tional organizations in which insufficiently legitimized 

state officials negotiate far-reaching agreements, and 

equally by independent and depoliticized regulatory author-

ities, e.g. by central banks, that are answerable to no-

body, or by international courts that reach decisions with-

out a proper legal basis, and the like.16 The competences 

                     
15 Whereas within the framework of federal states the subnational units 

(such as states, cantons, or “Länder”) feature only as the constituted 

components (constituted, that is, by an undivided sovereign, the peo-

ple), the member states of a supranational democracy would play the 

role of a constituting power from the outset (and as a result would 

retain comparatively stronger competences within the constituted po-

litical community), alongside the entire citizen body of the suprana-

tional polity. 
16 Claudio Franzius, “Recht und Politik in der transnationalen 

Konstellation,” Archiv des öffentlichen rechts 2 (2013): 205-88.  
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that have migrated into a dense and opaque transnational 

network must not only be subjected to legal regulation in 

the form of international treaty regimes as such, they must 

be brought under the authority of democratic legislation by 

way of a constitutionalization of international law.  

 

It is a kind of optical illusion that the scope for civic 

autonomy shrinks in the case of the amalgamation of several 

states into a supranational multilevel system. The sheer 

increase in size and complexity does not pose a constitu-

tional obstacle as long as the democratic will-formation 

procedures remain intact. Admittedly, the paths become 

longer in multilevel systems. And that, indeed, exacerbates 

the democratic deficits which can already be observed today 

within nation states. On one side, the infrastructure of a 

stretched and more encompassing political public sphere is 

more susceptible to the already present dangers of a defor-

mation of political discourse. On the other side, a trend 

toward self-empowerment can be observed among administra-

tive bodies; their scope for disguised norm setting instead 

of the mere implementation of norms is widened in multi-

level systems (as a result not only of the loosening of le-

gal constraints but also of a growing need for the horizon-

tal harmonization at the level of different member 

states).17  

  

These degenerative trends, whether they occur at the na-

tional or the supranational level, are certainly triggered 

by the increase in social complexity. But the efficiency of 

the democratic input can, in principle, very well increase 

in step with those trends, because the democratic process 

owes its power to generate legitimacy to the unique connec-

                     
17 On the politicization of the administration in transnational 

conservation, see Franzius, “Recht und Politik in der transnationalen 

Konstellation,” Section B, 206-21  
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tion between inclusion and deliberation.18 Generally, the 

democratic procedure can claim to have a problem-solving 

character since it binds will-formation to discursive con-

tests over relevant themes and positions in the light of 

qualified information and reasons. In view of the fact that 

the cognitive challenge to be mastered by democratic pro-

gramming increases with the complexity of the tasks and 

procedures, theories of deliberative politics offer the ad-

vantage to focus on the cognitive dimension of both the 

free-floating and the institutionalized discourses that 

must precede democratic voting and decision-making.  

 

The example of the EU crisis, however, makes clear how 

rocky the path is to a democratically ambitious suprana-

tional multilevel system. At present, the nation state re-

stricts the horizon of views and feelings within which cit-

izens are willing also to take the perspectives of fellow 

citizens into account in forming their political opinions.  

 

V. The example of the EU 

 

Let me proceed directly from the premise that the structur-

al imbalances between national economies within the Euro-

zone will force the EMU-member states to take further steps 

toward political integration.19 Within the existing politi-

cal framework, the economic imbalances will only become 

more severe because of the lack of optimal conditions for 

                     
18 Habermas, “Political Communication in Media Society: Does Democracy 

still have an Epistemic Dimension? The Impact of Normative Theory on 

Empirical Research,” in Europe, the Faltering Project (Cambridge, 

Engl.: Polity Press, 2009), 138-83. 
19 In what follows, I set aside the global dimension of the crisis and 

confine myself to the local cause of the European banking and sover-

eign debt crisis. On the financialization of capitalism and the widen-

ing gulf between the virtual and the real economy as the underlying 

cause, see the apt analysis by Christoph Deutschmann, “Warum tranken 

die Pferde nicht?” Frankfurter Allegmeine Zeitung, 25 September 2013, 

“Geisteswissenschaften” section, page N4.  
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the smooth operation of a single currency. The alternative 

of winding up the single currency, on the other hand, is 

too risky and costly for all participants. Therefore, the 

issue that all of the governments are pussyfooting around 

is not whether, but how to take steps towards a political 

union which would allow for the democratic legitimation of 

joint or harmonized policies, including economically neces-

sary transfers across national borders. Covert transfers 

have been and still are made from the stronger to the weak-

er economies in any case. But in the long run it cannot be 

sufficient to provide loans to the over-indebted states so 

that each of them can improve its competitiveness on its 

own.  

 

Under the leadership of the German government, the European 

Council is adhering for the present to a crisis agenda that 

stresses the priority of each individual state balancing 

its national budget on its own. In the crisis-stricken 

countries, this policy is adversely affecting the labor 

markets, social security systems, public services, and col-

lective goods, which means that it is being implemented at 

the expense of the sections of society that are already 

disadvantaged, and especially of unemployed younger genera-

tions. In order to change this, the nation states would 

have to break with their obsolete self-image according to 

which they enjoy sovereignty and are free to make fiscal, 

social, and economic policy decisions without regard to the 

side effects on other member states, hence exclusively from 

their own national perspective. With this fiction of na-

tional sovereignty, the governments - especially those of 

the so-called donor countries - are avoiding calling upon 

their electorates to demonstrate the required level of po-

litical solidarity. A cooperative project undertaken from a 

common European perspective to promote growth and competi-
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tiveness in the euro zone as a whole would require these 

countries to accept in their longer-term self-interest re-

distribution effects which would be to their disadvantage 

only in the short run.  

 

The course taken by the crisis has taught us the need for a 

change in policy. The European Monetary Union needs a 

shared framework for fiscal, economic, and social policies. 

This alone would afford it the strength also to free itself 

from the clutches of the financial markets and to call the 

investors to account instead of the taxpayers. However, a 

deepening of institutionalized cooperation calls for a 

transfer of additional sovereignty rights to the European 

level and a corresponding revision of the treaties.20 The 

political elites would have to find the courage to take up, 

in each of the national public arenas, the long overdue but 

inevitably polarizing controversy over alternative strate-

gies, none of which can be pursued without costs.  

 

At the same time all nations would have to learn to cast a 

sober gaze beyond their national horizons. Against this mu-

tual perspective-taking runs the prevailing interpretation 

of the crisis as a conflict between peoples or nations. Up 

to now, right-wing populist resistance to a deepening of 

the Union has drawn support from a dominant reading that 

obscures the conflicting interests of winning and losing 

social classes behind the antagonism between the so-called 

donor and recipient countries.21 The most seriously affect-

ed sectors of society in each country will recognize their 

shared fate across national boundaries — aside from all 

                     
20 Cf. the recent manifesto of a group of prominent economists, legal 

scholars, and political scientists in Die Zeit, 17 October 2013, 30-1.  
21 Wolfgang Streeck (2013), 134: “Nations conceived in monistic terms 

feature in the rhetoric of international debt policy as integral moral 

actors who bear collective liability. Internal class and power rela-

tions are not taken into account.”  
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differences — only when the media in all f the national 

arenas break down the fatal linkage between questions of 

distribution (“who gets what”) and questions of identity 

(”who we are”).22  

 

The continuation of the current mode of politics behind 

closed doors does not bode well. Europe will probably be 

sucked ever more into the slipstream of a mode of technoc-

racy that “consolidates” the individual member states and 

tailors them to the format of “market-conforming democra-

cies” without any serious controversies in national public 

spheres. Political parties avoid the issue of what European 

citizens owe to each other. I regard this as a sign of po-

litical timidity, if not of sheer opportunism, in the face 

of a challenge of historical dimension.  

 

In fact, the process of extending mutual perspective-taking 

across national boundaries has already found a foothold in 

the core countries of the European Union. A dry philosophi-

cal analysis of the concept of solidarity could contribute 

something to clarifying what is at stake here. It would 

easily exonerate appeals to solidarity of accusations of 

moral stuffiness, of misplaced good intentions, and of be-

ing unpolitical that the “realists” are wont to level 

against them. If we only distinguish neatly obligations to 

show solidarity from moral and legal duties, we can prove, 

that showing solidarity is a political act that by no means 

calls for a form of moral selflessness that would be mis-

placed in political contexts.  

                     
22 Paul Staham and Hans-Jörg Trenz, Understanding the Mechanisms of EU 

Politization: Lessons from the Eurozone-crisis (Wissenschaftszentrum 

Berlin 2013). 


