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The Democratic deficit in Europe

A wide debate is currently ongoing about the problem of democratic deficit in the European
Union (Azman 2011), concerning the issue of political representation at the European level.

The problem is generally focused on two possible causes, one institutional and another
socio-psychological: the institutional design of EU and the lacking of the social prerequisites
of democratic rule at European level.

But  it  concerns  more  general  questions  about  the  nature  and  goals  of  the  European
integration (Majone 1998) and its configuration as an international organization of sovereign
states or a federal state.

The current crisis is making the issue more and more crucial in the sense of an increasing
strengthening  of  technocratic/functional  authorities  and  a  weakening  of  democratically
accountable authorities (Cotta 2013).

A fundamental question arises from these premises:

Who really rules Europe?

The Commission, the Parliament, the Council of Ministers, the ECB, the corporate lobbying
system, or a more general European Elite System?

The European elite system

The literature on the European elites highlights the presence of different approaches to this
issue, generally mostly focused on specific aspects more then on its widest context.

A  first  perspective  of  studies  is  focused  on  the  analysis  of  European  political  elite  (Best,
Lengyel  &  Verzichelli  2012),  which  results  to  have  a  complex  configuration,  strictly
connected with the complex institutional design of the European polity, that is articulated in
a set o institutions (Commission, Parliament, Council of Ministers, Council, European Central
Bank and European Court  of  Justice)  characterized by different  levels  of  legitimacy,  power
and responsibility, independence and national or supranational anchorage.

From  these  studies  results,  furthermore,  as  the  handling  of  the  European  crisis  has
strengthened institutions with a more supranational  nature and predominant functional
legitimacy (Commission and ECB) and weakened the institution with the more democratic
legitimacy (the Council). Moreover, it increased the imbalance between regulatory policies
and promotional policies and between technocratic/functional authorities and democratically
accountable authorities (Cotta 2012).
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Another  set  of  studies  deepened  the  analysis  of  the  European  governance  from  the
perspective  of  policy  networks  (Peterson 2003)  focusing  the  analysis  of  the  nature  of
European  policy  making  on  the  role  played  by  hybrid  arrangements  of  different  actors
(including private or nongovernmental institutions), with different interests in a given policy
sector and the capacity to influence the policy success or failure.

The European Union represents a typical example of governance by policy network because
of  it  highly  differentiated  polity  system  dominated  by  experts  and  highly  dependent  on
government  by  committee.

A large number of studies has examined the lobbying activity of interests groups in the
multi-level European governance structure (Richardson 2006). They show the emergence of
an elite  pluralist  environment  characterized by an ever  more depoliticized institutional
arrangements in the European institutions, the increasing in number of interests groups and
the central role played by business associations, consultancy firms, think tanks and NGOs in
the EU policy making.

Other studies focus on the rise of an European corporate elites (Heemskerk 2011), produced
by  the  increasing  strengthening  of  a  network  of  transnational  boards  of  interlocking

directorate1 among the main European firms, also held together by the sharing of common
norms.  Furthermore,  these  studies  emphasize  the  central  political  role  played  by  the
European Round Table of Industrialists (the most important meeting place for the European
corporate elite) in the strengthening of the European governance as a mean to promote the
development of a European economic space (Van Apeldoorn 2000).

The two approaches which treat the issue of European elites from a more integrated and
systemic perspective are those based on the models of transnational power elites (Kauppi
and  Madsen  2013)  and  monetary  power  complex  (Krysmanski  2007),  which  take  into
account all the different kinds of elites and their interconnections in the policy making.

The  first  puts  the  spotlight  on  the  rise  of  new  powerful  social  groups  influencing  the
European policy making process (central bankers, commissioners, Euro-parliamentarians,
diplomats,  civil  servants,  lawyers  and  professionals  of  security)  as  part  of  a  global
restructuring  of  power  related  to  the  widest  economic  and  political  processes  of
globalization (Kauppi and Madsen 2013).

The second is focused on the analysis of the wealth concentration in Europe as a key factor
in  the  understanding  of  the  power  dynamics.  Krysmanski  (2007,  2009)  highlights  the
emergence of  an increasing monetary power of  organized and networked ultra-wealth,
which is structured in four concentric groups composed by the super rich (the money elites),
the  corporate  and  financial  elites,  the  political  elites  and  the  functional  and  knowledge
elites.
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Note

1 “the linkages among corporations created by individuals who sit on two or more corporate boards”
(Domhoff 2009)

Featured image is from Worldview.
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