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Must Europe Be Swiss? On the Idea of a Voting
Space and the Possibility of a Multilingual Demos
JOSEPH LACEY*
Contrary to the view that linguistic homogeneity is required to create a viable demos, this article
argues that linguistic diversity can be a permanent feature of any democratic community, so long as
there is a uniﬁed and robust voting space that provides a common intentional object, around which
distinct public spheres can aesthetically organize their political discourse. An attempt to explain how
such a voting space operates in Switzerland, the ﬁnest existing exemplar of a multilingual demos,
is given. Following the Swiss example, the author proposes, would go a long way to constituting
the European Union as a democratically legitimate trans-national demos, despite its formidable
linguistic diversity.

THE DEMOCRATIC CHALLENGE

Overwhelming evidence suggests that English is the only realistic contender for a transnational lingua franca, deﬁned as any language commonly used for communication
between people with different mother tongues.1 Philippe Van Parijs’s recent text,
Lingusitic Justice for Europe and for the World, provides an empirically-based normative
account of why we should both welcome and accelerate the spread of English as a lingua
franca, ﬁrst for Europe and ultimately for the world. He puts forward a two-stage
argument to make his case. The ﬁrst step is his ‘ethical contagion’ thesis, which states that
the more people communicate from different national backgrounds the more they can
accept one another as equal interlocutors and the more quickly they can reach a reﬂective
equilibrium, or well-considered consensus, on some kind of egalitarian justice.2 A lingua
franca, in other words, breaks down national barriers between those living in worse and
better off regions by establishing smooth communicative conditions for cross-border
identiﬁcations that are strong enough to support economic solidarity on a trans-national
scale. Van Parijs’s next step is to present his ‘political feasibility’ thesis, which is the view
that the implementation of a trans-national conception of egalitarian justice requires
* Department of Political and Social Sciences, European University Institute (email: Joseph.
Lacey@eui.eu). The author wishes to record special thanks to Rainer Bauböck, Martin Kohli,
Alexander Trechsel and two of the Journal’s reviewers for their helpful comments on earlier drafts of this
article. He is also grateful for input from Philippe van Parijs, George Vasilev, Carl Fox, participants at the
European University Institute Workshops ‘Linguistic Justice’ and ‘Representative Democracy in the
Twenty-First Century’ and those involved in the ‘Justice and Democracy’ panel at Mancept Workshops in
Political Theory, 2012.
1
I follow Van Parijs (2011, 9) in adopting this somewhat loose deﬁnition. On this view, a lingua franca
does not need to be known by all members of the linguistic communities it links nor does it preclude the
existence of stacked common languages, such that Castilian could be the lingua franca in Spain and
English the lingua franca in Europe generally.
2
Van Parijs 2011, 26.
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creating a trans-national demos and, furthermore, that ‘the emergence of such a demos is
facilitated, indeed made possible, by the availability of a common language’ (italics mine).3
In an earlier essay, Van Parijs refers to this last presupposition as the democratic challenge
and neatly sums it up in the phrase ‘No viable democracy without a linguistically uniﬁed
demos’.4 He emphasizes that he is referring only to the civic quality of language rather
than to its potential ethnic associations. In other words, it is not a common language
that represents a single homogeneous culture or ethnos that is essential for democracy
but simply a widely understood language that could sustain a well-functioning demos,
that is, an arena for deliberation and the mobilization of citizens in struggles for justice.5
What is fundamentally at stake in Van Parijs’s argument is John Stuart Mill’s insight that
multilingual contexts give rise to distinct public spheres of political discourse, an
assumption that receives much empirical support as public spheres are divided along
linguistic lines in Belgium (French, Flemish, German), Canada (English and French)
and Switzerland (French, German and Italian) with the vast majority of citizens in
each country accessing media and engaging politically in their own language. Though
there is signiﬁcant historical evidence to support Van Parijs’s democratic challenge, in
so far as nation-building in the nineteenth century standardly involved linguistic
homogenization in democratizing states across the Western world, it is contradicted to
different degrees by the relative success of the aforementioned countries as long-lasting
multilingual democracies.
Belgium, Canada and Switzerland have each received fair shares of scholarly attention
dedicated to understanding the key to their successes as multilingual democracies. In fact,
to the extent that these countries appear to falsify the universality of Van Parijs’s
democratic challenge, they would seem to serve as the best possible precedent for
determining how a multilingual trans-national demos might be possible. Due to space
restrictions, but also because I believe it to be the most instructive case, this article focuses
on determining whether or not important features of the Swiss case might be informative
for considering the possibility of a European demos. Stated brieﬂy, my central argument
is that a linguistically uniﬁed public sphere, while ideally desirable, is not required for a
well-functioning democratic community so long as there is a uniﬁed and robust voting
space that can (a) serve to symbolically represent ‘the people’ as one regardless of
linguistic divisions and (b) provide the same deliberative focus to the public spheres such
that their respective discourses are both synchronized and responsive to one another.
Before I can make this argument, however, I must ﬁrst specify the conceptual framework
with which I hope to explain the basic logic of Swiss democracy for the beneﬁt of
theorizing a European demos. This involves providing an account of political community
formation that appreciates the indispensable aesthetic dimension of political discourse
and elucidating the idea of a voting space which I take as crucial to understanding the
nature of democratic communities. I take up these tasks in the next section. Following
this, I deﬁne Switzerland as a mono-national rather than a multinational state and then
elaborate the nature of its voting space. By doing this, I am in a position to explain what
kind of voting space Europe needs if it is to create a multilingual transnational demos.
Finally, I counter the objection that the kind of demos I advocate would be insufﬁcient to
generate the kind of solidarity required for redistributive justice.
3
4
5

Van Parijs 2011, 28.
Van Parijs 2000, 236.
Van Parijs 2011, 28–30.
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AESTHETIC POLITICS AND THE IDEA OF A VOTING SPACE

My point of departure in elucidating a basic account of political community formation is
Nadia Urbinati’s perceptive claim that there is an issue contemporary democratic
theorists seem reluctant to face: ‘the realignment of the deliberative theory of democracy
with the ideological as rhetorical characteristic of the language of politics in the
constitutive process of representation’.6 Here I take Urbinati to be distinguishing between
two sides of political representation which have been artiﬁcially separated in mainstream
democratic theory, namely the deliberative and the aesthetic. Deliberative theorists, with
Jürgen Habermas being a prominent example, have largely focused on determining how
deliberation can ideally legitimate representative democracy. One of their main aims is to
specify standards against which discourse in the public sphere, or what Urbinati calls that
‘special terrain’ in which dialogue between representatives and the represented takes
place,7 can be normatively judged. Such accounts negatively associate rhetoric with
stirring the passions rather than appealing to reason and so largely exclude it from any
positive normative role in political discourse.
Peculiar to authors who emphasize the aesthetic dimension of political representation is
the thesis that representation is constitutive of political communities and therefore of
politics itself.8 On this view, political representation does not mean standing-in for others
so much as it involves the representative’s creativity in articulating to the represented who
they are and what they should stand for. To use Michael Saward’s language, political
representation is a highly productive symbolic force that operates by way of claimmaking, such that representative claims addressed to a wide audience, when consistently
well timed and well delivered, have the potential to create new political identities as well as
to reinforce, redeﬁne or even undermine the prevailing self-understanding of existing
political communities.9 A helpful way of conceiving this is to employ John R. Searle’s
notion of ‘we intentionality’, which is one particular way of explaining how collective
identity and co-operative activity are possible.10 ‘Intentionality’ is a term he uses to
denote mental states that are about some object or state of affairs in the world – mental
states like beliefs, desires, promises etc. How an individual is conscious of this table, those
people or the current economic situation is just how he is intending them. What happens
in collective intentionality is that each individual is conscious of himself as part of a given

6

Urbinati 2006, 119.
Urbinati 2005, 214.
8
Ankersmit 2002; Lefort 1988; Saward 2010; Urbinati 2006.
9
Saward 2010. For example, on this account we can say Martin Luther King Jr presented to the black
people of America a certain image of himself as standing for an imagined community of his
‘disenfranchised black brothers and sisters’. Since a large part of the audience to which King addressed
himself appeared to accept his representative claims, Saward would consider him to be a political
representative who artfully constituted much of the black community as a uniquely articulated political
entity.
10
Searle 1995, 23–4. Urbinati uses Immanuel Kant’s understanding of the imagination, as that faculty
allowing for ‘as if’ judgements, to explain how representative claims can create political communities
(2006, 120–6). There are many similarities between this account and Searle’s notion of ‘we intentionality’
and, indeed, they could learn from one another. I cannot here provide an adequate justiﬁcation for my
adopting the latter over the former, beyond indicating the advantage that Kant’s conception of the
imagination is couched in a deep and controversial metaphysical system, whereas Searle’s idea of
collective intentionality presupposes far less while doing at least as effective a job in helping to explain
how the formation of a political community is possible.
7
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collective such that he understands certain activities as more or less in line with the
group’s goals. Effectively, the aesthetic aim of representative claims in politics is to
manipulate the collective intentionality of targeted constituents in some way.
To specify the nature of a political community then, the question that needs answering
concerns the kind of collective intentionality that is required for its effective operation.11
Determining this, however, will always be an imperfect and crude process given the
unique cultural context and ﬂuctuating heterogeneity of socio-political attitudes and
identiﬁcations that characterize modern political systems. Nevertheless, what we can hope
to identify with some precision is the kind of collective intentionality that serves to make a
political community democratic. Clearly, if we are to accept the constitutive and creative
role of representation, the point is not to overcome the aesthetic nature of politics but to
understand normative concerns in its light. While there are few limits, beyond better or
worse public norms, on the manner in which political discourse is carried out we can agree
with deliberative theory that representative claims should ideally be based on rational
argumentation and judged by constituents primarily on those merits.
The main distinguishing feature of every democratic community is what I shall call its voting
space, deﬁned as the totality of procedural devices employed by a democratic community that
formally open up the main institutions of political decision making to the input of individual
citizens through the ballot. A voting space is not reducible to any particular vote or election,
but is the constitutionally embedded framework that speciﬁes the conditions under
which particular votes can and must take place. For the purposes of this article, two
important features of a voting space should be highlighted. First, as the basis of democratic
representation, a voting space is the very heart of a democratic public sphere. This is not to say
that all public debate is about who or what to vote for, but rather that in a democratic context
all discourse in the public sphere is permanently haunted by the spectre of the next election or
common vote. Indeed, it is the freedom of citizens to cast an equal ballot in the always
forthcoming vote that gives public discourse its basic democratic credentials. As Urbinati
correctly recognizes, the popular vote is the kernel of democratic representation not simply
because it is the basic act of authorization, but rather because it structures the public sphere in
such a way as to instigate a participatory process of opinion formation between representatives
and the represented.12 The centrality of a voting space to the public sphere manifests itself
most clearly around the time of an actual vote for it is during this time that key political issues
tend to emerge in their most salient and urgent fashion and when contact between
representatives and their constituents is at its most intense. Nevertheless, as Jane Mansbridge
illustrates in her account of anticipatory and promissory models of representation, the
incumbent’s desire to anticipate his constituents’ preferences in the next election and the
constituents’ desire to make sure that the representative is keeping his election promises,
motivates various forms of discursive interaction that help keep representatives and the
represented deliberatively engaged between voting periods.13

11
A more standard way of asking this question is to employ the civic/ethnic distinction (e.g. Bruter 2005;
Dardanelli 2010; Habermas 2001), attempting to determine whether or not a political community can be
characterized as more or less based on political principle or ethnic afﬁnities. Following in particular Rogers
Brubaker’s critique (1999), which will not be rehearsed here, I reject this dichotomy as conceptually misguided.
My advocacy of collective intentionality as an alternative means of characterizing the nature of political
communities is, therefore, somewhat of a departure from the standard approach.
12
Urbinati 2006, 53–4.
13
Mansbridge 2003.
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Secondly, a voting space encourages the symbolic interpretation of all particular votes as
the expression of ‘the people’s will’ such that they are represented to themselves, not
necessarily as homogeneous or in full agreement, but as one political community. This is at
least in part made possible by the fact that, except in extreme circumstances, the losers of a
given vote will not exit or violently disrupt the political community but rather continue to
support it in the hope of better outcomes for the future. There are, of course, many ways in
which a voting space can be constitutionally articulated and procedurally arranged that will
in turn have deep implications for how the public sphere functions. As I attempt to
demonstrate in this article, what allows Switzerland to undermine Van Parijs’s democratic
challenge is the fact that its voting space is set up to be both uniﬁed and robust.

MONO-NATIONAL SWITZERLAND

Capturing the basic logic underlying the operation of Swiss democracy ﬁrst requires a
brief skeleton survey of its socio-political landscape. As we shall see, the difﬁculty is not in
describing this landscape but in conceptualizing it as a mono-national or a multinational
state. Switzerland is one of the world’s oldest federal states, which, since its constitutional
inception in 1848, has developed a complex legal-political framework that today
accommodates four national languages and twenty-six cantons, which, in turn, are
subdivided into a total of roughly 2,800 communes. German, though verbally fragmented
by several dialects, is the majority language spoken by around 64 per cent of the
population; 20 per cent are Francophone or Swiss Romands; 7 per cent are Italian
speakers, often referred to as Ticinesi since they are almost exclusively located in the
canton of Ticino; 0.5 per cent speak one of the ﬁve Rhaeto-Romansch dialects; and 9 per
cent speak another ﬁrst language.14 Though the communes are the fundamental building
blocks of Switzerland’s political system, the cantons are the main federal sub-units with
residual competences, most notably in policy areas like education and taxation. Cantons
work off what Van Parijs favourably refers to as a ‘territorially differentiated coercive
regime’, which means that there is an ofﬁcial language of administration and public
discourse in each region.15 Some cantons are multilingual in their coercive regimes,
however, breaking up the evenness of borders that mark off the linguistic communities.
The national parliament or Federal Assembly consists of two chambers: the National
Council and the Council of States. The former is composed of 200 elected politicians and
represents the nation as a whole. Despite the dramatically varying population and
geographic size of the cantons, their citizens are equally represented at the federal level by
two members who are elected to the Council of States.16 Every four years the Federal
Assembly elects seven Swiss citizens (usually elected politicians) to the executive branch,
the Federal Council, with each member taking charge of a federal administrative unit.
Numerous commentators have referred to Switzerland as a multinational state, some
drawing sub-state national lines around the linguistic communities17 and others at the
cantonal level,18 while there is no serious proposal to consider the communes as nations.
14

Ludi and Werlen 2005, 7.
Van Parijs 2011, 133–7.
16
Six cantons, unofﬁcially referred to as half-cantons given their history of partition, are entitled to
elect only one member to the Council of States.
17
Ipperciel 2007; Kymlicka 2001.
18
Kriesi and Trechsel 2008.
15

66

LACEY

David Miller perceptively points out, however, that the idea of a multinational state
implies a purely civic (state) identity that holds together several ethnically peculiar
nations. Suspicious of the civic/ethnic dichotomy, which implies that political institutions
can somehow be developed extra-culturally, he suggests that we would do better to
jettison the idea of a multinational state in favour of ‘nested nationalities’, a concept that
appreciates the cultural embeddedness of the state. This term, he believes, should be used
to describe cases where citizens can be said to have national identities at both the state and
sub-state level.19 More accurately then, the question is whether Switzerland is mononational or a case of nested nationalities.20
Part of the problem in answering this question has to do with disagreements over what in
fact counts as a nation. Minimally, we can say that a nation is always an identity with a
political relationship to the state where the issue of autonomy is central. To borrow
Brubaker’s terminology: a nation can be ‘state-framed’, which means that it is coterminus
with the state and, therefore, a fully autonomous nation, or it can be ‘counter-state’, such that
it either has some degree of constitutionalized autonomy within the state or is making a
credible demand for such autonomy by struggling for the devolution of powers or secession.21
Counter-state nations or national minorities, in other words, are rightfully so-called only if
they exist as what Will Kymlicka terms ‘distinct and potentially self-governing societies’.22
A prominent indicator of nationhood strongly associated with this deﬁnition is that there
must be widespread use of the terms ‘nation’ and ‘national’ with reference to the community.
Let us begin by assessing the nationhood of the linguistic communities. According to Jan
Erk, the Swiss national public broadcasting system was the ﬁrst federal institution to
recognize the existence not just of different languages but of distinct language communities by
devolving itself to these very communities in 1964.23 Embracing linguistically distinct public
spheres in this way, he believes, has only served to strengthen the identity of the linguistic
communities, which is marked by increasing cross-cantonal co-operation along linguistic
lines.24 Yet we can hardly think of the linguistic communities as nations. Most obviously,
they have no political autonomy whatsoever nor is there any detectable appetite for or
credible effort to achieve such autonomy.25 Furthermore, the language of nationalism is
hardly ever used when speaking about the linguistic communities.26

19

Miller 2001, 131.
Interestingly, Miller counts Switzerland, along with Belgium and Canada as cases of nested
nationalities, which, as we shall see, is not the case.
21
Brubaker 1999, 67.
22
Kymlicka 1995, 19. This deﬁnition easily explains why the terms ‘nation of Islam’ or ‘queer nation’
are inappropriate. At best, they express a desire for self-governing autonomy that is destined to be
unfulﬁlled in any foreseeable future.
23
Erk 2008, 80.
24
Erk 2008, 83–5.
25
An interesting case that proves the rule is the secession of the Catholic French-speaking community in
the Jura region from the Protestant German-speaking canton of Bern to create the canton of Jura in 1979.
Though these French-speakers were indeed looking for autonomy as a linguistic and religious group in the
cantonal context, they were not seeking and have not sought autonomy for the French-speaking linguistic
community tout court. In other words, since achieving cantonal autonomy Jura has made no serious efforts to
merge politically with other French-speaking cantons. What remains contentious, however, are the cantonal
borders which have left some French-speakers in Bern while including some German-speakers in Jura.
26
In fact, as Paolo Dardanelli notes (2010, 151), despite increasing cross-cantonal co-operation there is
elite and mass opposition to cantonal mergers, which he believes is primarily due to the people’s enduring
identiﬁcation with their canton.
20
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Cantons seem to be far more promising candidates to qualify for the status of nations.
Not only do they exercise an impressive degree of political autonomy, they also carry
typical signs of nationhood such as a shared history and territory, ﬂags and sometimes an
anthem, as well as their own Constitutions. Indeed, along with their communes, the
cantons have jealously guarded their role in granting Swiss citizenship which maintains a
certain degree of homogeneity within their borders by requiring that applicants for
citizenship renounce their original cultural identity and assimilate into the cantonal
culture. We have good reason to believe, however, that the cantons should not qualify as
nations, since the language of nationalism is hardly ever used to describe them in either
federal or cantonal discourse.27 On close inspection, we ﬁnd that the inﬁltration of Swiss
identity into cantonal identity has hollowed out whatever claims to national identity the
cantons may have had in the past.28 Unlike Canada and Britain, where the Québécois and
the Scottish may reasonably be thought of as having distinct national identities strong
enough to extricate themselves from the larger national identity within which they
are nested to become self-governing societies, the cantons are thoroughly Swiss.
Put differently, cantonal identities have developed with and melted into the wider Swiss
identity such that being a proud Zürcher or genevois29 is just one way of being a proud
Swiss. Lacking an identity distinct from or separate to the wider Swiss identity, the
cantons cannot be viewed as potentially self-governing. This is partly explained by the fact
that there is no real cantonal cleavage. According to Dardanelli, citizens have rarely had
to mobilize along cantonal lines since the autonomy of the cantons and their various
linguistic make-ups have been respected from the outset, both vertically and horizontally,
across the society’s political institutions.30 From this perspective, it is unsurprising that
secession has never seriously threatened the Swiss federal state.31 Summarily then,
Switzerland is not a case of nested nationalities because its citizens are not conscious of
themselves as having stacked nationalities, which is reﬂected by the fact that we do not
ﬁnd representative claims in the public sphere that could hope to generate this kind of
collective intentionality.32
So what kind of collective intentionality does characterize mono-national Switzerland?
Switzerland’s long history is a gradual coming together of distinct political units, a
contingent process sometimes driven primarily by the desire for mutual gain and at other
times by the need to counter an external or internal threat. As a result of this process, and
especially due to the explicit nation-building of the nineteenth century, a sovereign Swiss
consciousness has developed which is largely deﬁned by an attachment to its own
historically developed and idiosyncratic political features. A unique interpretation of
multi-level citizenship and the institutions of federalism and direct democracy, not to
27

Dardanelli 2012, 309.
As Dardanelli states (2012, 309), in the nineteenth century, the terms ‘nation’ and ‘nationalism’ were
often used in reference to the cantons.
29
People from the cantons of Zurich and Geneva.
30
Dardanelli 2012, 304.
31
Schmitt 2005, 352.
32
Two other hypotheses are still possible: the communes are nations, or there are no Swiss nations,
because the linguistic communities are just extensions of the French, German and Italian nations. I know
of no commentator who makes these arguments, yet it should be clear from the foregoing analysis that
neither is tenable. Just as with the cantons, the communes are Swiss communes, while there is no common
autonomy or desire for such autonomy among Switzerland’s linguistic communities together with their
linguistic sisters.
28
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mention a foreign policy of neutrality, are some of the dominant features marking off a
Swiss identity. Contributing to the particularly Swiss ﬂavour of these interpretations,
according to Hanspeter Kriesi and Alexander H. Trechsel, are heroic myths about how
‘the Swiss way’ was defended from outside aggressors.33 Important for the continued
reinforcement of this identity is arguably the desire the linguistic communities share to
differentiate themselves from their respective neighbouring linguistic counterparts:
Germany, France and Italy.
The collective intentionality constituting Swiss nationhood should not, however, be
confused with some kind of deep homogeneity. As Antoine Chollet points out, employing
the insights of Eric Hobsbawm, the distinctiveness of cantonal cultures makes visible the
uneven development of national consciousness that fractures all nation-states. What we
call national consciousness, he rightly claims, basically refers to the existence of a
common object of identiﬁcation around which different images can and do form across
any given nation according to socially relevant differences between regions.34 Crucially
important for the sustainability of a national demos is that this object of intentionality has
a persistent and signiﬁcant presence in the minds of citizens and, at the very least, that the
diversity of images attached to it do not conﬂict to the point at which the object itself is
seriously called into question. More can be said about the nature of Switzerland’s
collective intentionality once we turn to the question of how it is possible in the face of
linguistically distinct public spheres.

SWITZERLAND’S VOTING SPACE: UNDERMINING THE DEMOCRATIC CHALLENGE

Notwithstanding the above-mentioned elements that have helped to create and maintain a
Swiss identity, I wish to highlight the importance of Switzerland’s voting space.
Structured according to both indirect and direct democratic institutions, I consider this to
be one of the primary explanatory factors behind this mono-national state’s sustained
success as a multilingual democratic community. The ﬁrst thing to note is that
Switzerland has a national party system, unlike Belgium where the party system is
organized along linguistic lines. In the Belgian case, two sets of political parties ﬁght
elections out in their own public spheres until votes are cast and the victorious Flemish
party (it is to be hoped) negotiates a federal government with the successful Walloon
party.35 Despite its national structure, the double fragmentation of Switzerland’s party
system is well known: (a) more than a dozen parties tend to occupy seats in the National
Council and (b) the decentralized nature of the individual parties themselves is such that
33

Kriesi and Trechsel 2008, 11.
See Chollet 2011, 747. Chollet (2011, 740) takes the extreme view that the term ‘nation’ is an
invaluable theoretical concept, since it denotes nothing speciﬁc, acting simply as a catch-all word for a
number of varying historical processes that are never the same from one country to another. On this basis
we may dispute the theoretical usefulness of a particularly thick conception of nationhood, yet it is
evidently possible to arrive at a basic deﬁnition that is both accurate and helpful. This is precisely how I
conceive of the minimalistic deﬁnition of nationhood presented earlier in this section.
35
As Kris Deschouwer and Van Parijs note (2009), the attempt is often fraught with difﬁculties and
sometimes even goes into deadlock, as in 2009–10 when agreement on a government could not be reached
for 541 days. Brieﬂy summarized, they claim that one of the main reasons for the development of a
fragmented party system in Belgium is the social stratiﬁcation associated with the distinct linguistic
groups. There was no such stratiﬁcation in Switzerland and so it is unsurprising that its linguistic division
never emerged as a cleavage strong enough to structure a party system.
34
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Main Features of Switzerland’s Voting Space

Uniﬁed
National general elections to a national
parliament
Nation-wide referendums
National party system

Robust (frequency and diversity)
National referendums: Mandatory, optional
and popular initiative

the situation of the same party varies from canton to canton, effectively weakening the
vertical and horizontal links between the parties’ politicians. Counterbalancing this
fragmentation, however, are the facts that only some parties are consistently considered
for government formation,36 and that the parties are organized on ideological rather than
linguistic or cantonal lines so that the right/left cleavage is primary (often resonating with
the rural/urban cleavage).37
A second thing to consider is Switzerland’s long-standing direct democratic tradition.
Globally, to date, more than a third of all referendums held at the state level and more
than half of those held at the sub-state level have taken place in Switzerland. From
1960–2011, there were 373 referendums at the national level averaging seven votes per
year.38 Usually, on about three scheduled dates each year, voters will be asked to decide
on several issues at once. The volume of Swiss national referendums is chieﬂy due to
the fact that the Swiss style of direct democracy has both top-down and bottom-up
dimensions, respectively referred to as the popular initiative and the popular
referendum.39 The popular initiative takes place at the beginning of the legislative
procedure and is the right of citizens to make a constitutional proposal to the electorate,
provided a show of support in the form of at least 100,000 signatures can be presented less
than eighteen months since the initiative was registered and published in the ofﬁcial
Federal Gazette. If the initiative is deemed valid by Parliament then the latter can either
put the proposal directly to the electorate or respond by adding a counter-proposal for the
voter’s consideration. The popular referendum, by contrast, occurs at the end of the
legislative procedure and is the right of citizens to accept or reject legislation proposed by
the federal government. Depending on the issue popular referendums can be either
mandatory or optional, the former taking place automatically and the latter requiring the
signatures of 50,000 citizens within a hundred days of the date on which the legislation
was ofﬁcially published if it is to transpire. To date, six out of ten popular votes in
Switzerland have been the result of either popular initiatives or optional referendums,40
proving that its direct democracy has a strong bottom-up dimension.
With this outline in place, I am now in a position to explain how Switzerland’s voting
space is both uniﬁed and robust (see Table 1). Fundamentally, what makes the Swiss
36

Until recent times only four parties could realistically form the federal government. With a split in
the Swiss People’s Party creating the Conservative Democratic Party of Switzerland in 2008, and the
increased popularity of the Green Party of Switzerland, the number of parties with the potential to
contribute towards government formation has grown.
37
McKay 2001, 123–4.
38
Centre for Research on Direct Democracy.
39
Since this article is dedicated to understanding Switzerland as a multilingual nation-state I shall focus
on the workings of direct democracy at the national level, ignoring cantonal referendums.
40
Centre for Research on Direct Democracy.
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voting space uniﬁed is the fact that citizens together elect representatives to the Federal
Assembly and make decisions on federal legislation through direct democratic choice. The
citizens’ necessary collective object of intentionality when voting on such occasions is
Switzerland’s future as a nation. Nationally held votes, in other words, are performative
activities, where participating citizens are forced to explicitly recognize themselves as part
of a national project. A uniﬁed voting space essentially presupposes the existence of
‘the people’ for whose input it is asking and, through the performance of particular
votes, serves to reinforce the people’s collective intentionality as Swiss. We saw in the
Belgian case, however, that a uniﬁed voting space in the sense elaborated so far is not
unproblematic. Conceiving of political parties as the main articulators of political
preferences and attitudes, the representative claims of the dominant parties are crucial to
how the citizens are conscious of themselves in relation to the state. On this basis we can
afﬁrm that the existence of a national party system, primarily framed in ideological terms,
is what makes the unity of Switzerland’s voting space sufﬁciently deep to avoid splitting
the national consciousness.
In criticizing the idea of Switzerland as a mono-national state, Donald Ipperciel claims
that ‘[e]ven in cases of state-wide referenda, it is misleading to speak in a meaningful way
of the people, in the singular, expressing its will’.41 His argument is that since political
debate takes place in different public spheres the result of a referendum is simply the
aggregation of multiple public spaces irrespective of any ‘unitary sentiment’ that might
follow. Such an objection, I believe, comes from an implicit commitment to what Frank
Ankersmit has referred to as the ‘mimetic’ view of political representation.42 On the
mimetic account, political representation means reﬂecting as accurately as possible what
is already there, which, in this case, are distinct public spheres. Rejecting this view along
with Ankersmit, and endorsing the aesthetic theory that recognizes the constitutive role of
representation in political community formation, I propose that it is through artiﬁces like
the state-wide referendum and general election that the people are constituted as a
political community. The symbolic effect of a vote is not simply to reﬂect what is there, but to
create something new on the basis of what is there. Thus, the unitary sentiment following a
referendum is far too important to warrant dismissal for it is a strong indicator that the
referendum has been successful in translating the votes of individuals from different public
spheres into a decision for which a single national polity is responsible. Taking this position,
however, should not make us blind to the grain of truth implicit in Ippericel’s claim, namely
that the sense of a uniﬁed people will tend to be weaker and more easily splintered in
Switzerland than in those states where there is a single public sphere.
At this point, Dave Sinardet would rightly claim that how the results of a referendum are
publicly interpreted is crucial to its impact on community formation.43 Speaking in the
Belgian context, where secessionist rhetoric has made the national-linguistic cleavage between
Wallonia and Flanders quite pervasive, he insists that the results of any referendum can be
used to drive a wedge between different public spheres just as easily as it can unite them. Even
a referendum with a high level of state-wide consensus, he thinks, can be used divisively.44
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This is a formidable objection that can be rebutted by reﬂecting on the robustness of
Switzerland’s voting space which consists in both the frequency and diversity of direct
democratic votes. As both Nicholas Schmitt and Nenad Stojanovic recognize, Swiss
referendums are (a) held so frequently and (b) cover such a wide range of topics that it
becomes implausible for representative claims to highlight the same cleavage as important
on each occasion.45 To clarify this, on any given issue the political tension is likely to be
characterized by a left/right, liberal/non-liberal, religious/secular, urban/rural, or one of
several other kinds of cleavage. This creates multiple majorities whose regular visibility
makes it difﬁcult to concentrate for a sustained period on any particular tension as
deﬁnitive of Swiss politics.46
Democratic community formation is an ongoing aesthetic practice taking place
discursively in the public sphere that ﬁnds its basic structure in the arrangement of the
community’s voting space. As the foregoing account illustrates, the symbolic constitution
of the Swiss people takes place to a signiﬁcant degree through representative claims in the
lead up to and after the outcome of popular votes. While Richard Bellamy afﬁrms the
deliberative power of electoral politics, given the heightened activities of parties in
engaging the electorate on a wide range of issues through their campaigns for a greater
share of power, he is much less enthusiastic about the deliberative potential of
referendums: ‘there is nothing particularly deliberative about referenda – its simplistic
alternatives between ‘‘yes’’ and ‘‘no’’ on a question set by elites on the basis of partial
consultation lies in stark contrast to the deliberative process of electoral politics’.47 To
this we can say three things from the Swiss point of view.
First, just like general election campaigns, public discourse surrounding direct
democratic votes is largely driven by Switzerland’s national party system. According to
Kriesi, the salience of a vote has a substantial impact on voter turnout and this, in turn,
is itself greatly inﬂuenced by the intensity of the campaign leading up to the vote.48
As suggested from voter turnout, averaging at 42 per cent, referendum campaigns
can deliberatively engage between 30 and 79 per cent of the electorate.49 Secondly, the
robustness of a voting space makes a great deal of difference to the deliberative quality of
referendums. While we may be unimpressed with the discursive impact of referendums in
the Irish context, for example, which are relatively rare and in recent times most often
about issues of European integration, the large number and diversity of national direct
democratic votes each year in Switzerland makes the cumulative intensity and range of
deliberation involved in referendums much more formidable. Thirdly, as already mentioned,
more than half of Swiss direct democratic votes have a strong bottom-up dimension.
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On the one hand, the procedure for collecting signatures generates deliberative ripples in
the public sphere by raising awareness of the issue among a signiﬁcant number of citizens
who must consider whether or not to add their name as a signatory.50 Iwan Barankay
et al. convincingly argue for a strong positive correlation between the number of
signatures that needs to be collected and citizen awareness, which ultimately translates to
higher voter turnout.51 Though their data is based on bottom-up referendums held at the
cantonal level, there is good reason to believe that the correlation also holds for the
national stage. On the other hand, according to Leonard Neidhart, Switzerland’s bottomup variety of direct democracy hangs like a sword of Damocles over the political system
which has served to turn Switzerland into a negotiation democracy.52 That is to say, the
‘partial consultation’ referred to by Bellamy is particularly noteworthy in Switzerland,
because all those who could credibly garner the support required for a referendum on a
particular issue are invited to participate in the pre-parliamentary stages of the decisionmaking process so that the vote might be avoided.
At this point, it is ﬁnally possible to see how multilingual Switzerland undermines the
universality of Van Parijs’s democratic challenge. Crucially, the collective intentionality of
Swiss nationhood forged in the minds of citizens with the help of general elections,
referendums and the national party system has the effect of promoting a multifaceted
phenomenon commonly referred to in studies of public spheres as discursive integration. This
term refers to the reality that the greater the comparability of discourse between public
spheres the less distance there is between them in terms of what they can be said to have in
common. There are both vertical and horizontal aspects to discursive integration, the former
referring to the interaction between federal politics and the respective public spheres and the
latter concerning the responsiveness or openness of public spheres to one another’s discourse.
Considering the vertical dimension, what gives Switzerland’s public spheres a great deal
in common and prevents them from drifting too far apart is that their discourses are
relatively synchronized by the national voting space, in the sense that citizens belonging to
distinct linguistic communities are asked to consider and decide upon the same issues at
the same time. The national structure of the party system, dominated by four traditional
ruling parties, helps to ensure that the way in which the issues are articulated do not
radically differ from one public sphere to another. As Anke Tresch has demonstrated in
her comparative media analysis of debate in the German-speaking and French-speaking
public spheres on referendums held in 2001 and 2002, there are few systematic differences
in the discourse of the two linguistic communities, so that they can be said to operate
within ‘a shared system of meaning’.53 Given the national frame of important political
issues, it is unsurprising that the different public spheres are somewhat responsive to
one another. This horizontal engagement, however, only marginally contributes to
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discursive integration, according to Tresch, since it is largely limited to actors from the
different public spheres critiquing the national government rather than engaging each
other in dialogue.54
In short, Switzerland falsiﬁes the universality of Van Parijs’s democratic challenge
primarily because its uniﬁed and robust voting space helps to sustain and reinforce a
mono-national consciousness that keeps the public spheres together in one complex system of
co-operation. Certainly Switzerland does not measure up to the ideal-type ‘demos’, which we
might have in mind when using this term, but for this we should not exclude it from such a
categorization since it constitutes its own unique arena of political deliberation and
mobilization. Yet the democratic challenge may still hold true trans-nationally. In what
follows, I elucidate the extent to which the European Union (EU) could in principle follow
the Swiss example if it were to become a demos capable of redistributive justice.
MUST EUROPE BE SWISS?

Before we can establish what Europe might be able to learn from the Swiss case, it is
necessary to deﬁne the precise sense in which they can be sensibly compared. Following
Stein Rokkan’s enthusiastic afﬁrmation for the validity of the comparison, I submit that
Switzerland can in many ways be seen as a ‘microcosm of Europe’.55 Most obviously,
both Switzerland and the EU are multilevel governing systems with claims to democratic
legitimacy that must deal with the problem of linguistic diversity. Furthermore, they are
both highly decentralized in the implementation of legislation enacted by the centre.
In each case a big reason for sustained decentralization is the need to respect the sovereign
identities of sub-units – cantons in Switzerland and nation-states in Europe.56
Rainer Bauböck warns us, however, that even if we could deﬁne a general condition for
democratic federal states we could not simply apply the same criteria to a supranational
entity that is not itself a federal state.57 Perhaps the most signiﬁcant difference between
the cases is that Switzerland’s twenty-six sub-units are not nations but cantons whose
sovereignty is constitutionally conditioned by the federal state, whereas the EU can be
more accurately conceived as a pooling of twenty-seven national sovereignties such that
ﬁnal authority ultimately remains with the member states. Another key difference to note
in the present context is that, with twenty-three ofﬁcial languages, the EU has to manage
a far greater measure of linguistic diversity than Switzerland. Despite these differences,
and there are certainly more, we must not conclude that the EU cannot be compared to or
learn from the Swiss case. According to Peter Mair, while Europe is not a federal state it is
a ‘political system’ and it is at this level of generality that we can meaningfully compare it
with nation-states.58 Erik Oddvar Eriksen and John Erik Fossum follow just such an
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approach in conceptually distinguishing between the ideas of government and state where
the former is a system of legitimation principles for political power and the latter a
particular historic organizational form in which these principles have sometimes been
effectively instantiated.59 A model of comparison along these lines, where principles of
representation and democracy are at stake independently of their institutional form,
should be sufﬁcient to avoid the pitfalls of methodological nationalism.
Without going into detail Van Parijs simply states that the only way in which Europe’s
democratic deﬁcit can be overcome is through the adoption of English as a lingua franca.60
From other comments we can infer his position: the emergence of a European demos, made
possible by a lingua franca, will give rise to the kinds of deliberation and mobilization
required not only to bring about redistributive justice but also to improve democratic
conditions in the EU. Contrary to Van Parijs, who believes that the democratic challenge
must be met if Europe’s legitimacy problems are to be resolved, my contention is that Europe
can address its democratic deﬁcit by following Switzerland in undermining the democratic
challenge. In fact, the desire among citizens for and the political feasibility of extending
redistributive powers to the EU would seem to depend signiﬁcantly upon the prior
establishment of its democratic legitimacy. This is not to deny that the EU has developed
some important democratic qualities. Crucially, it has a parliament that is elected by the
people of Europe every ﬁve years, which, in a kind of bicameral arrangement analogous to
the workings of the Swiss Federal Assembly, mostly operates in conjunction with the Council
of Ministers that consists of rotating representatives who hold ministerial positions in the
member states. Similar to the election of the Swiss Federal Council by the Federal Assembly,
both the European Parliament (EP) and the Council elect the European Commission, which
is the main executive arm of the EU, composed of as many Commissioners as there are
Member States.61
Europe’s democratic deﬁcit is often characterized by the fact that (a) the EP has little
control over the European Commission once the latter’s members are elected, (b) aside
from well spaced-out popular elections to the EP, there is almost no other participation
by the citizens of Europe in EU decision making, and (c), in so far as there is a European
public sphere, it is not yet sufﬁciently developed to make political debate visible to or inclusive
of European citizens. Those who would deny the seriousness of Europe’s democratic deﬁcit,
thus characterized, have argued that Europe’s legitimacy should not be based on democratic
inputs from citizens but rather on the effectiveness and fairness of legislative outputs,62 which
have to do not with redistributive but regulative issues that can be effectively decided only
by experts capable of understanding the logic of good regulation.63 Adding to this argument,
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Andrew Moravcsik suggests that it is hardly necessary to hold the EU any more
democratically accountable since the member states do not demand such standards of
their own regulatory institutions.64
Bellamy rightly objects to these positions by maintaining that regulation is not
normatively neutral and so cannot simply be entrusted to technical experts, whose
deliberative quality is always under threat from their susceptibility to group thinking that
may lead to an uncritical ‘technocratic consensus’.65 The normative aspect of regulative
decisions is all the more difﬁcult to deny in the European context when we consider the
impact that regulation designed to deal with the euro currency crisis has had on national
redistributive regimes since 2010. Bellamy also points to the fact that, in domestic politics,
regulative bodies are entrenched in majoritarian electoral systems so that they cannot
escape the inﬂuence and monitoring of elected politicians and the media. Europe, he
claims, lacks the electoral and media structures required to keep its institutions in check.66
Accepting the reality of Europe’s democratic deﬁcit as formulated above, the question is
what Europe’s voting space would need to look like if it were to establish itself as a
legitimate political system in the absence of a lingua franca, one that could make the
development of trans-national redistributive capacities a political possibility.
Given popular elections to the EP, we can speak in a very weak sense of a uniﬁed
European voting space. It is weak because this is the only outlet for European voters and
there are no European-wide parties that could serve to reinforce this unity. Luciano Bardi
et al. insist that so long as there is no direct competition for executive ofﬁce in European
elections there is no incentive for a European party system to form. Maintaining the
status quo, they aver, means that parties operating at the European level will continue
primarily to identify with and to frame their pattern of competition within their own
national contexts.67 The problem, in other words, is that without executive competition
European parties do not require the endorsement of voters outside their own member
state and so have no reason to appeal to other European electorates.68 On this basis we
can conclude that it is only by incentivizing the formation of a European party system,
making the European Commission fully accountable to the Parliament, similar to the way
in which Switzerland’s Federal Council is answerable to the Federal Assembly, that the
unity of Europe’s voting space can be strengthened and the ﬁrst aspect of the democratic
deﬁcit solved.
Much like that of Switzerland, however, a European-wide party system would
inevitably be fragmented by the number of parties in Parliament and the decentralization
of the parties themselves.69 Mair and Jacques Thomassen claim that while there is no
European-wide party system, the left/right cleavage dominant in most EU member states
has replicated itself as the chief cleavage on the European level.70 If this is correct, then
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the development of a European-wide party system would already seem to be in a good
position to help undermine the democratic challenge for it would be based not on national
or linguistic tensions that divide member states but on ideological cleavages that unite
them. A European-wide party system, directly connected to the locus of power, is
necessary for opening up the space in which credible representative claims about ‘the
people of Europe’ can be made. To clarify this, trans-national parties and their
representatives will be required to claim to represent the people of Europe convincingly if
they are to receive votes and support from across the continent. This is likely to have the
effect of strengthening the collective intentionality of European citizens by confronting
them with various articulations of the European project on which they have to vote
as part of that very project.
There may be a variety of ways in which citizen participation in EU decision making
can be improved in order to address the second aspect of the democratic deﬁcit. One way
is the introduction of European-wide referendums. Instruments of direct democracy
would further open up European politics to citizens while potentially creating, or at least
emphasizing, multiple majorities such that divisive national or linguistic cleavages do not
emerge as pervasive or in an especially egregious manner. Forms of bottom-up direct
democracy would seem important for sustaining the volume of votes, since, as the Swiss
case indicates, governing bodies will tend to avoid referendums where possible so that
the larger share will probably need to be called by citizen mandate.71 As my analysis of
the Swiss case would suggest, regular referendums would be expected to contribute
towards forging a European consciousness by making people frequently aware of
themselves as participating in an exercise of collective will formation. Also worth noting is
the potential for the use of direct democracy to become a marker of European identity
that further distinguishes it from ‘others’, such as the United States and China, where
direct democracy is absent from national politics. As already noted, national folklore and
a sense of shared history contributes to Swiss identity formation. Such appeals to a
common heritage are rarely invoked with regard to Europe and appear to have low
resonance among citizens. Plausibly, however, as EU politics becomes more participatory
and contributes to forming a deeper European identity, citizens will be more receptive to
those who would follow Winston Churchill and loosely appeal to a ‘common inheritance’
distinctly European.72
Considering the magnitude of Europe’s linguistic diversity and its associated
nationalisms, could a uniﬁed and robust voting space realistically produce results that
are at least structurally similar to those we ﬁnd in the Swiss example? While Kriesi and
Trechsel sing the praises of Switzerland as a potential model for the federal development
of the EU, they declare that it falls short as a viable model for dealing with Europe’s
linguistic diversity. In less radical terms than Van Parijs, they advocate the need for a
71
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strong degree of linguistic homogenization in Europe.73 Contrary to this line of thought,
Habermas contends that a supra-national public sphere united by a single language is not
necessary for the viability of European democracy. My concentration on the Swiss case
can be seen as an attempt to work out and expand upon his idea that a common
European discourse must consist in the trans-nationalization of existing linguistically
distinct public spheres such that they focus upon the same topics at the same time and
ultimately become more responsive to one another.74
Several cross-country studies of media content have demonstrated that there is in fact
already a signiﬁcant European communicative space. According to Hans-Jörg Trenz’s
analysis, one out of every ﬁve articles in high quality European newspapers reports on a
European issue, making the EU somewhat visible to individual citizens.75 Stefanie Sifft et
al. nuance this point, reporting that Europe most often becomes the focus of media
attention only after decisions have been made and when they begin to affect domestic
affairs.76 In other words, the visibility problem is not so much with recognizing European
issues and institutions but rather the escape of EU decision-making processes from
journalistic monitoring. Far more serious than visibility, claims Paul Statham, is the issue
of inclusion. Using data collected as part of the Europub project, he indicates that the
vast majority of European media reporting concerns claims made by national and EU
executives, to the regular exclusion of claims voiced by other political actors and especially
civil society.77 Despite problems of visibility and inclusion, there are encouraging levels of
vertical and horizontal communication in Europe. This is particularly true for vertical
communication which has doubled from 1982 to 2003, with less impressive levels of
horizontal communication remaining stable over this period.78 The question these analyses
throw up for our current investigation is how could a voting space that is uniﬁed and robust
strengthen vertical and horizontal communication to the degree that it would address the
third aspect of the democratic deﬁcit by making European politics more visible and inclusive?
Consider the contention that political power and issue salience are the main
determinants of public discourse, in the sense that those who can exercise the most
political power on what is considered to be an important issue by a political community
will receive most attention from that community. Vertically, we ﬁnd support for this in
the above-mentioned observation that national and EU executives dominate European
discourse in national public spheres, since it is these actors who tend to possess the most
power in European affairs. Horizontally, we must consider that political power is roughly
proportional to population size in the EU and, on this basis, we can say that the most
powerful public spheres will generally be the main object of focus of all the others. Indeed,
media analysis corroborates this point by showing that France, Germany and Britain
receive by far the most attention from less powerful public spheres.79 Lacking a lingua
franca, we should not expect a uniﬁed and robust voting space to forge a common
European discourse, at least not in a way that approaches the level of commonality we
73
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often ﬁnd in unilingual federal states. Rather, what such a voting space stands to
contribute greatly towards achieving is the progressive maturation of both vertical and
horizontal trends of communication.
On this view, the vertical dimension is at the heart of discursive integration in so far as
it regularly synchronizes national public spheres by providing them with a common object
of discourse. We already see a similar phenomenon occurring in weak fashion as every
now and then a salient issue, usually dictated by the EU policy agenda, will be addressed
at the same time by national media systems.80 The kind of voting space I am advocating
for Europe synchronizes the public spheres in a much more substantive way by placing a
greater share of power in the hands of citizens than they currently hold. Wielding this
power would be likely to have the double impact of generating a much greater appetite
among citizens for European politics, not just when decisions begin to affect the domestic
realm but as the decisions are made, while motivating European-wide parties in
competition for executive ofﬁce to actively engage and inform citizens. In short, citizen
power in a context of ideologically-based party competition should not only make
European political debate more inclusive but also increase the visibility of European
institutions within each public sphere, entrenching them in those kinds of electoral and
media structures that Bellamy considers to be currently lacking. Moreover, much as they
do in Switzerland, referendums with a bottom-up dimension would be likely to open up
the political system and make public debate even more inclusive by empowering a range
of alternative political and civil society actors to launch signature-collecting campaigns
that would mandate referendums on particular issues.
If the responsiveness of Switzerland’s public spheres is anything to go by we can
conﬁdently assume, slightly dashing Habermas’s high hopes,81 that the horizontal dimension
would make only modest contributions towards discursive integration in Europe. While the
most powerful public spheres will receive greatest attention, we can reasonably hypothesize
that there would be many departures from this norm. First, due to institutional arrangements
or the contingency of political events, there will probably be occasions on which different
member states punch above their weight by holding an unusual amount of political power at
a certain time and on a speciﬁc issue.82 Secondly, perceived issue salience would be likely to
differ between national contexts so that the responsiveness of one public sphere to another
would depend on how they stood in relation to each other on an issue of mutual concern.83
Thirdly, because of factors like geographic, cultural or linguistic proximity, certain public
spheres would be more likely to pay attention to one another’s discourse even if political
power or issue salience were not major factors. In the light of these considerations, we can see
that Europe’s linguistic diversity brings a certain complexity to the interaction between public
spheres. Effectively, a uniﬁed and robust voting space would mean that different public
spheres would be disproportionately and intermittently responsive to one another. What is
important, however, is that a European-wide party system would be capable of managing
80
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both vertical and horizontal aspects of discursive integration, such that distinct public spheres
could approach a shared system of meaning around a common political object.
By synchronizing the public spheres vertically and motivating them horizontally in
differential fashion to take an active interest in each other’s discourse, it seems that the
deliberation and mobilization required for a well-functioning democratic demos need not be
lacking, where we ﬁnd a voting space that is uniﬁed and robust.84 In saying this, we must
remember that forms of deliberation and mobilization are usually generated by the
representative claims of political elites or leaders of social movements. In a trans-national
context a lingua franca becomes more important for efﬁcient co-operation between these
crucial political actors. Yet this admission does not entail that there is anything unworkable
about a highly multilingual EP or administration much like that which is in operation today.
Indeed, Van Parijs considers such arrangements to be not only workable but also necessary so
long as they are required to make the political process understandable to citizens from
different linguistic backgrounds.85 What would be difﬁcult to justify, and here I agree, are the
ﬁscal and efﬁciency costs of a multilingual European political system when a lingua franca had
fully emerged, so that it was in fact available for trans-national deliberation and mobilization.

TOWARDS A REDISTRIBUTIVE EUROPE

How a uniﬁed and robust voting space might come about and ultimately work in the
European context could certainly do with greater elaboration than I have been able to
give it here. Nevertheless, this article should not close without dealing with the objection
that, however far my account goes towards solving Europe’s democratic deﬁcit, it does
not generate the kind of solidarity required for redistributive justice. Recall that Van
Parijs’s argument for a lingua franca has a ﬁrst ethical contagion step after which follows
a second political feasibility step that amounts to the democratic challenge (see the
introduction to this article). He believes that before a lingua franca can make a demos
capable of redistributive justice possible it must be given time to forge a trans-national
reﬂective equilibrium on principles of justice by allowing for relatively ﬂuid cross-border
communication. His account relies on two questionable assumptions: that the people who
are worse off in one country will interact with the better off in another and that transnational interlocutors will be in some way morally predisposed towards extending their
sense of justice towards one another’s nations. On the one hand, there needs to be a
reason for communication and there is little to suggest that the better and worse off from
different national cultures will normally interact. On the other hand, like any contagion,
there will be people who are more or less susceptible to infection so that how widely and
deeply ethical contagion spreads throughout Europe will be contingent upon the attitudes
with which the average adult approaches situations of international engagement. It is
unclear, on Van Parijs’s account, why we should put faith in the openness of European
citizens to one another’s moral demands.86
My conception of a uniﬁed and robust voting space for Europe adds a prior stage to
Van Parijs’s account and thereby makes his two-step process towards trans-national
84

Indeed, it is only through greater electoral accountability that the media structures capable of
monitoring trans-national institutions will be sufﬁciently motivated to emerge.
85
Van Parijs 2011, 125–6.
86
For an elaboration of these arguments, and a fuller engagement with Van Parijs’s text, see my review
article ‘Considerations on English as a Global Lingua Franca’ (Lacey 2013).
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redistributive justice more plausible. On my account, the EU must ﬁrst make great strides
in resolving its current democratic deﬁcit. A likely consequence of doing this in the way I
have suggested is a stronger European identity forged through the regular act of voting in
common and the synchronicity and responsiveness of national public spheres to one
another. Only through the creation of such a European identity, I suggest, will individuals
become more predisposed to the moral demands of their fellow European citizens so that
ethical contagion has a better chance of taking hold. Highly differentiated power
relations, not to mention the length of EU membership and differences in national
cultures, means that the collective intentionality uniting the citizens of Europe will develop
even more unevenly than it has in Switzerland and other nation-states. Nevertheless, if I have
characterized the basic logic of a uniﬁed and robust voting space correctly, there is every
possibility that this political consciousness can become integrated and deep enough to make
the transfer of signiﬁcant redistributive competences to the EU politically feasible. Certainly,
a lingua franca would make the creation of a stronger European voting space easier and
would be a valuable tool in deepening cross-border solidarity. But from this we cannot
conclude that trans-national justice or the demos from which it must emerge are dependent
upon the achievement of English as a lingua franca.
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