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III. Deliberative Democracy in 
European Union. A Theoretical 

Approach 

1. Pre-conditions for deliberative democracy 
in European Union 
 
The deliberative conception of democracy is organised around an 
ideal of political justification. According to this ideal, to justify the 
exercise of collective political power is to proceed on the basis of 
a free public reasoning among equals. Consequently, democracy, 
in the eyes of deliberation represents a framework of social and 
institutional conditions that facilitates free discussions among 
equal participants. (Cohen, 1989) 
 
Joshua Cohen considers that the most important principals / pre-
conditions for the existence of deliberative democracy are the 
following: 
 

• The deliberation must be collective 

• The participants are free, they are only bound by the 
results of the deliberation and they presumably can act on 
the result 

• The parties are both formally and substantially equal – 
each person on party with deliberative capacities has equal 
standing at every stage of the deliberation process 

• The deliberation is reasoned, no force is exercised except 
that of a better argument 

• Deliberative aim is to arrive at a rational, motivated 
consensus.  
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It is obvious that a central argument in Joshua’s model of 
deliberation is the idea of collectiveness. In contradiction, 
Habermas (1996) considers that “not the collectively acting 
citizenry…but…the procedures and conditions of communication, as 
well as the interplay of institutionalized deliberative process with 
informally developed public opinions…” are more important.  
 
Indeed, the most important aspect is not necessarily the 
collectiveness, but the existence of some real rules of procedure, 
that can legitimize the involvement of ordinary citizens in the 
policy-making process. 
Moreover, Ramon Maiz added to the principals of freedom and 
equality, the access to information, and most importantly trust 
(social and political trust). The access to information is crucial, as 
the parties involved in the deliberation process can only form 
opinions if they are well informed about that specific issue. Trust, 
as George Simmel said is one of the most important synthetic 
forces within society. Indeed, trust is crucial when talking about 
political participation.  
 
Considering all these, the next step in my paper is to identify 
which of all these principals are the most important ones. In my 
opinion, the first important think to do is to create two groups: 
the first one to be composed by the pre-conditions of the 
existence of deliberation and the other one should be the one 
composed by the principals of deliberation, when it already exists.  
 
In order to analyze the existence of deliberative democracy in 
European Union, we should focus first on identifying whether 
the pre-conditions of deliberation exist in EU. Consequently, the 
next part of this paper will concentrate on the analysis of the 
existing data related to these pre-conditions.  
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Consequently, in the first category – the pre-conditions, I 
consider the following:  

• TRUST 

• ACCESS TO INFORMATION 

• FREE AND EQUAL PARTICIPANTS8 
 
The second category – the one of the principals, is consists on; 

• COLLECTIVENESS 

• PROCEDURES 

• DELIBERATION IS REASONED 

• CONSENSUS 
 
The idea of this separation is that, without the existence of pre-
conditions, we cannot really talk about deliberative democracy. 
They represent the basis of deliberation; and only after these pre-
condition are fulfilled, we can discuss the principals of 
deliberation. 
 

→→→→Social and Political Trust in European Union ←←←← 
 
Trust makes it possible to maintain peaceful and stable social 
relations that are the basis for collective behavior and productive 
cooperation. Trust involves risks, it is true, (Luhmann, 1988) but 
it also helps to convert the Hobbesian state of nature from 
something that is nasty, brutish, and short, into something that is 
more pleasant, more efficient, and altogether more peaceful. 
Social life without trust would be intolerable and, most likely, 
quite impossible. 
 

                                                 
8 In the policy-making process, all the participants should be equal and most 
importantly: all the ones affected by the outputs should be involved in the 
input. 
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Trust links ordinary citizens to the institutions that are intended 
to represent them (Bianco, 1994), thereby enhancing both the 
legitimacy and the effectiveness of democratic government 
(Braithwaite & Levi, 1998; Gamson, 1968; Hetherington, 1998). 
From a cultural perspective, institutional trust is an extension of 
interpersonal trust, learned early in life and, much later, projected 
onto political institutions, thereby conditioning institutional 
performance capabilities (cf. Almond & Verba, 1963; Inglehart, 
1997; Putnam, 1993). 
 
Fig 2 Social and political trust in European Union. 
 

 
SOURCE: Euro barometer 63. Public Opinion in European Union, 
fieldwork: May-June 2005, publication: September 2005, available [on-
line] at 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb63/eb63_
en.pdf 
 
At the end of 2004, 50% of the persons interviewed had 
confidence in the European Union, which represented an 
increase of 8 since the beginning of the year 1951. At the 
beginning of 2005, the number of respondents who tend to have 
confidence in the European Union has declined, with a result that 
is fairly close to that recorded a year ago: 44%. Moreover, 43% of 
respondents tend not to have confidence in the European Union 
(+7 points) and 13% did not express an opinion (-1 point). 
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The level of trust in the two best known and most important 
institutions in the eyes of European Union citizens has declined 
since last autumn. Although just over one in two persons 
interviewed tend to trust the European Parliament (52%, -5 
points), that is the case of 46% for the European Commission (-6 
points). Just over half of the persons interviewed tend to trust the 
Court of Justice of the European Communities (52%). Moreover, 
47% of European Union citizens trust the European Central 
Bank, although that score has fallen by 3 points since six months 
earlier. Some 42% of citizens trust the Council of the European 
Union. 
 
To conclude, the levels of trust of citizens in European Union 
and its institutions is quite low, co we cannot really affirm that 
the first pre-condition for deliberative democracy is fulfill. 
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→→→→ Access to Information  ←←←← 
Fig 3 Access to Information in EU 

 
SOURCE: Euro barometer 63. Public Opinion in European Union, fieldwork: May-June 2005, publication: 
September 2005, available [on-line] at 
http://europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion/archives/eb/eb63/eb63_en.pdf
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