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Abstract
 Negli anni gli accademici 

hanno avanzato ipotesi varie e talvolta con-
trastanti su quanto le istituzioni UE fos-
sero legittimate dal punto di vista demo-
cratico e su quanto esse poggiassero su 
un senso identitario percepito dai cittadini 
europei. In questo articolo si indagherà un 
framework teorico in grado di aumentare il 
senso identitario percepito dalla popola-
zione dell’Unione Europea.

Inizialmente, si citeranno brevemente le 
posizioni di alcuni accademici sullo stato 
della democrazia europea. In seguito, si 
analizzerà un processo radicato nella te-
oria accademica in grado di rafforzare l’i-
dentità europea e di conseguenza portare 
alla legittimazione democratica del pro-
cesso decisionale. Dopo aver schematiz-
zato brevemente la storia del progetto eu-
ropeo di difesa comune, si vedrà quanto 
l’opinione pubblica europea lo sostenga.
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Abstract
 Im Laufe der Jahre wurden in der Wis-

senschaft verschiedene und manchmal auch wider-
sprüchliche Hypothesen darüber aufgestellt, inwie-
weit die Institutionen der Europäischen Union (EU) 
demokratisch legitimiert sind und inwieweit sie auf 
einem wahrgenommenen Identitätsgefühl der euro-
päischen Bürgerinnen und Bürger beruhen. In diesem 
Artikel wird ein theoretischer Rahmen untersucht, der 
das wahrgenommene Identitätsgefühl der EU-Bevöl-
kerung stärken kann.�  

Zunächst wird kurz auf die Positionen einiger Wissen-
schaftlerinnen und Wissenschaftler zum Zustand der 
europäischen Demokratie eingegangen. Anschlies-
send wird ein in der wissenschaftlichen Theorie ver-
wurzelter Prozess analysiert, der die europäische 
Identität stärken und folglich zu einer demokrati-
schen Legitimierung der Entscheidungsfindung füh-
ren kann. Nach einem kurzen Abriss der Geschichte 
des gemeinsamen europäischen Verteidigungspro-
jekts wird untersucht, inwieweit die öffentliche Mei-
nung in Europa dieses Projekt unterstützt.

The lively debate around �  
the no-demos thesis

  At the end of the 1970s, the 
European integration process had just undergone fur-
ther development with the entry of the United King-
dom, Ireland and Denmark into the European Eco-
nomic Community (EEC), formed in 1957 in accordance 
with the Treaties of Rome. The nine European states 
that united economically by forming the EEC and pro-
moting the free movement of goods, services, labour 
and capital were the forerunners of the 27 states that 
today, following the Lisbon Treaty of 2009, form the 
European Union (EU).

Even back then, questions were being asked about the 
normative value of European democracy. In 1977, refer-
ences to a possible democratic deficit within the EEC 
appeared for the first time in the Young European Fed-
eralist Manifesto (Martí, 2018). A few years later, the ac-
ademic David Marquand also expressed his concerns 
about the extent to which the EEC might have a deficit 
of political legitimacy (Marquand, 1979).

In the meantime, there have been several attempts 
to improve the democratic representation and politi-
cal legitimacy of European institutions. One thinks of 
the increase in the European Parliament’s legislative 
and supervisory powers through the introduction of 
the co-decision procedure and the extension of the co-
operation procedure suggested in the 1992 Maastricht 
Treaty (Official Journal of the European Union, 2012). 
The Lisbon Treaty of 2009 also brought with it improve-
ments in European representative democracy: it offi-
cially established the role of the European Parliament 
as co-legislator and endowed it with more budgetary 
powers. It has also been given the task of electing the 
President of the European Commission (Direktion für 
europäische Angelegenheiten DEA, 2021). In this sense, 
the will to control the appointment of the central fig-
ure of the European institutions by a body directly 
elected by the people is clear.

Despite such measures, many scholars continue to ar-
gue that the European Union suffers from a democratic 
deficit (see Weiler, 1995; Weiler et al., 1995; Follesdal 
and Hix, 2006; Habermas, 2012). Since the 1990s, the 
concept of demos has developed and begun to be used 
in relation to debates on the state of European demo
cracy. This concept is similar to Anderson’s (1991: 6) 
definition of the term “nation”, namely “an imagined 
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political community – and imagined as both inherently 
limited and sovereign”. The demos is thus an “imagined 
community”, a community that recognises itself as “a 
group of people the vast majority of which feels suffi-
ciently attached to each other to be willing to engage 
in democratic discourse and binding decision-making” 
(Cedermann, 2001: 144). With the presence of a demos, 
one can expect policy coherence, shared goals and sol-
idarity, all essential values for democratic coexistence. 
In the absence of a demos, one generally experiences di-
vision and an inability to build something in common 
(Innerarity, 2014: 1–2). A society that wants to consti-
tute itself as a political unit necessarily envisages a col-
lective identity that enables it to accept majority deci-
sions and overcome conflicts in a non-violent manner 
(Grimm, 1995). Weiler (1995) and Weiler et al. (1995) 
state that in the absence of the demos, there can be no 
government of the demos, i. e. democracy. This is why 
academics claim that the European Union suffers from 
a democratic deficit: in the absence of an “imagined 
community”, of a European demos, of “a strong sense 
of community” (Risse, 2014: 1207), redistributive poli-
cies can never be sufficiently legitimate (Risse, 2014). 
It must therefore be made clear that the EU’s demo-
cratic deficit does not exclusively stem from institu-
tional structures, but from certain social, historical 
and cultural conditions conducive to the emergence of 
a strong sense of European citizenship, next to exist-
ing respective national equivalents (Innerarity, 2014: 2).

More recently, the no-demos thesis has been supported 
by Kaina and Karolewski (2013), who argue that Euro-
pean demos could not exist since a community sharing 
the same collective memories and experiences capable 
of creating and stabilising identities is lacking at the 
continental level. They are echoed by Bellamy and Cas-
tiglione (2013: 215) stating that: “no European demos 
with the requisite solidarist qualities of strong mutual 
identification, agreement on principles and shared col-
lective interests exists”.

Other scholars, including Moravcsik (2004), on the 
other hand, are convinced of the democratic legitimacy 
of European supranational institutions. According to 
Moravcsik, constitutional balances, indirect demo-
cratic control through national governments and the 
increasing powers of the European Parliament are suf-
ficient to ensure that EU decision-making is transpar-
ent, effective, and legitimate.

Thomas Risse (2014), however, distances himself from 
the no-demos thesis by empirically demonstrating that 
the argument does not hold. Risse, in fact, argues that 
the majority of European citizens have over time de-
veloped a kind of dual identity in which both the na-
tion-state identity and an increasingly felt European 
identity coexist. The strong sense of national identity, 
according to Risse, is therefore not incompatible with 
a sense of identity, community and loyalty felt towards 
Europe. This conclusion leads to the confirmation of 
the existence of European demos and the consequent 
conclusion that the Union’s redistributive policies are 
sufficiently democratically legitimised because they 
take place in an identity context with common goals.

This last aspect is also essential for Sciarini, Hug and 
Dupont (1997). If the institutional framework of the 
European Union is to meet future challenges and be 
democratically legitimised, it must rest firmly on the 
European demos and rely on the collective sense of be-
longing. Scholars from the European University Insti-
tute analysed the formation of the Swiss national iden-
tity to provide solutions for the construction of the 
European identity and demos. They identified Switzer-
land as a potential model for Europe based on three im-
portant commonalities. Firstly, in both the Swiss and 
the European case, national identity cannot be based 
on a single culture, but different cultures coexist to cre-
ate an overarching identity. Secondly, the higher-level 
identity has to be capable of dealing with numerous 
lower-level identities – i. e. the member states of the 
EU and the cantons within Switzerland. Finally, it is 
noticeable that in both cases the creation of common 
political structures and institutions preceded the emer-
gence of a common identity. Given the common start-
ing points between the Swiss and the European cases, 
Sciarini, Hug and Dupont (1997) hypothesise that if the 
EU followed the same identitarian path as the Swiss 
did over the centuries, the European demos would be 
strengthened. What path did the Swiss follow? In this 
respect, Swiss institutions have played a key role, be-
coming the reference point of Swiss identity. Common 
political structures and institutions shaped Swiss iden-
tity, an identity that was strengthened over the centu-
ries by the existence of common enemies, such as the 
Habsburg Empire, Napoleon and the Soviet Empire. 
The emergence of an identity therefore also passes 
through a process of demarcation (Kriesi, 1995), from 
the recognition of belonging to a unique community 
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versus an out-group identified as different. This process 
led to the strengthening of the Swiss identity, and, ac-
cording to Sciarini, Hug and Dupont (1997), could be 
transposed to the European case.

The concept of collective identity is often associated 
with sharing the same values. Values are defined as 
what is explicitly or implicitly desirable for an indi-
vidual or a group of individuals and consequently can 
modify their behaviour. In other words, if such values 
are shared, similar attitudes and views emerge regard-
ing issues such as national identity and perspectives 
on the socio-economic system (Nicholson and Stepina, 
1998).

But are common values (such as the values of the Chris-
tian religion or the principles of the French Revolu-
tion) sufficient to create an identity? No, and this is 
demonstrated by the crumbling of the Holy Roman 
Empire (spreader of Christian values) as well as the Na-
poleonic Empire (spreader of the values of the French 
Revolution) (Smith, 1993). Values alone do not create 
identities. This is also the opinion of Maria Montserrat 
Guibernau (2007), who clarifies why values alone are 
not able to strengthen a collective identity. As antici-
pated by Kriesi (1995) and Sciarini, Hug and Dupont 
(1997), Montserrat Guibernau (2007) states that com-
mon values are not useful for strengthening an iden-
tity if they are not threatened by an external entity per-
ceived as different. This is followed by a willingness to 
unite to defend common values under the control of a 
single authority. This process increases a community’s 
sense of identity (Smith, 1993).

Let me reformulate the discourse in a more concrete 
manner that is referable to current geopolitical events. 
As I see it, the framework that Montserrat Guibernau 
(2007) identified applies to the current geopolitical sit-
uation in which Russia has militarily invaded Ukraine, 
i. e. a sovereign and nominally democratic state on the 
eastern border of the Union. The massive military and 
humanitarian aid sent to Ukraine by member states1, 
the economic sanctions aimed at Russia, and the state-
ments of the President of the European Commission – 
namely: Ukraine is “one of us and we want them in the 
European Union” (Von Der Leyen, 2022) – leave no 
room for interpretation. The European Union supports 
Ukraine as the repository of the same values and con-
demns without exception Russia, which is identified 

as a common enemy to be desisted (Mc Mahon, 2022). 
In order for the European collective identity to be 
strengthened from the contingent geopolitical reality, 
a common institution is needed (see Smith, 1993 and 
Sciarini, Hug and Dupont, 1997) that is able to defend 
the values of the European Union against a common 
enemy perceived as such following a demarcation pro-
cess (see Kriesi, 1995 and Montserrat Guibernau, 2007). 
Among the many possible ways to strengthen Euro-
pean identity, the creation of a unified armed forces 
could have a significant influence. Using the Swiss case 
again as a historical confirmation of the influence that 
united armed forces could have on collective identity, 
Professor Rudolf Jaun (2019) confirms how important 
the Helvetic militia military was in the process of de-
marcation (see Kriesi, 1995) and self-identification as 
an “imagined community” (see Anderson, 1991) in Swit-
zerland.

 
The European Armed Forces

  On 27 May 1952, 
the representatives of France, Germany, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Luxembourg and Italy signed the Treaty 
establishing the European Defence Community (EDC). 
The Treaty, besides being a first attempt to unify the 
armed forces of Western Europe, accepted the princi-
ple of equality among all EDC member states, empha-
sised the defensive and supranational nature of the 
Community and specified that any attack against one 
member state was considered an attack on all signatory 
states (Filippi, 2014: 62).

In 1992, at the Franco-German summit in La Rochelle, 
the multinational military unit Eurocorps was created 
from the French and German armed forces. Over the 
years, Belgium, Spain, Luxembourg and Italy have also 
joined. The Eurocorps provides forces for EU and NATO 
missions, e. g. in Kosovo and Afghanistan (Jonas, 2021).

The Helsinki Headline Goal of 1999 then sought to 
extend the project of creating an armed intervention 
force to all EU member states and thus provide the Eu-

“Among the many possible ways to strengthen 
European identity, the creation of a unified 
armed forces could have a significant influence.”
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ropean Union with 60,000 soldiers deployable within 
60 days and sustainable for one year (Quille, 2006). This 
single armed forces was supposed to be operational by 
2003, but the attempt failed. However, the attempt to 
create European Rapid Reaction Forces was success-
ful: the EU Battlegroups became operational in 2007 
(Quille, 2006). Attempts to form the single European 
Armed Forces have always failed despite the support 
of numerous earlier high-level political personalities, 
such as Merkel and Sarkozy (Quatremer, 2007), as well 
as current figures such as Macron, Mattarella and Von 
der Leyen (Tedaldi, 2021).

Why have these attempts always failed? Apart from the 
lack of certainty in obtaining unanimous ratification 
by all EU member states required for the creation of the 
single European Armed Forces, I believe that the ans
wer lies in the institutions already in place. In my view, 
political elites are aware that the creation of the single 
European Armed Forces would duplicate an existing 
common defence institution, namely NATO. Where 
there is one institution that has the same function as 
another, for reasons of efficiency, one will be dropped. 
A case in point is the dissolution of the Western Euro-
pean Union in 2011 following the official creation of the 
European Union in Maastricht in 1993. Indeed “[...] the 
EU has taken over all activities of the former Western 
European Union, which ceased to exist on 30 June 2011” 
(Simma et al., 2013: 1935).

European defence policy is enshrined in the Lisbon 
Treaty (Article 42). The Treaty affirms the primacy of 
national defence, including the possibility for member 
states to remain neutral or create multilateral alliances 
outside European institutions, such as being a member 
of NATO (European Parliament, 2023).

In recent years, the European Union has started to 
implement ambitious initiatives to provide more re-
sources, stimulate greater efficiency, facilitate coopera
tion and support the development of new capabilities. 
With this in mind, as of December 2017, 25 member 
states now participate in the Permanent Structured Co-
operation (PESCO), which enshrines binding commit-
ments including a European medical command, a mar-
itime surveillance system, mutual assistance in cyber 
security, rapid response teams and a joint intelligence 
school (European Parliament, 2023).

The first big step towards the creation of the European 
Armed Forces was taken in June 2017, when the Euro-
pean Defence Fund (EDF) was established. Thus, for the 
first time, the EU budget is being used to co-finance de-
fence cooperation projects. The EDF serves as a com-
plement to individual national investments and offers 
practical and financial incentives for military collabo-
ration (European Parliament, 2023).

However, the creation of a unified European defence 
system is not only a question of expenditure and 
budget but also of efficiency. The combined military 
budgets of the united member states are second only 
to the United States, but an estimated EUR 26.4 bil-
lion is wasted each year due to duplication, overcapac-
ities and procurement bottlenecks. Beyond providing 
a framework for cooperation and an incentive for col-
laboration, the creation of a single European Armed 
Forces leaves plenty of room for more efficient, care-
fully coordinated and prudent defence investments 
(European Parliament, 2023).

 
The European Armed Forces �  
and public opinion

  Although academics such as 
Moravscik (2003) are convinced that the European pop-
ulation would never be in favour of the creation of a 
single European Armed Forces, not least because of 
the need to double military expenditure to 4 % of EU 

“However, the creation of a unified European 
defence system is not only a question of expendi-
ture and budget but also of efficiency.”

“In my view, political elites are aware that  
the creation of the single European Armed Forces 
would duplicate an existing common defence 
institution, namely NATO. Where there is  
one institution that has the same function as 
another, for reasons of efficiency, one will  
be dropped.”
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GDP, things seem to have changed. As of today, the po-
sitions of European public opinion confirm that the 
necessary steps to strengthen the European collective 
identity, i. e. the identification of a common enemy and 
the willingness to defend the values threatened by this 
enemy through a single authority (see Smith, 1993; Kri-
esi, 1995; Sciarini, Hug and Dupont, 1997; Montserrat 
Guibernau, 2007) are taking place.

In fact, according to the latest Eurobarometer, 80 % of 
European citizens agree with the necessity of impos-
ing sanctions on Moscow and are satisfied with the Eu-
ropean response to the invasion of Ukraine (European 
Commission, 2022). The vast majority of European cit-
izens identified Russia as the enemy capable of threat-
ening the Union’s values and support Brussels’ effort 
to safeguard them (Follis, 2022). Regarding the will to 
defend themselves, 81 % of Europeans are in favour of 
a common EU security and defence policy, with at least 
two-thirds support in each member state (European 
Parliament, 2023) and more than half of European cit-
izens (55 %) are in favour of the creation of a single Eu-
ropean army (EU Monitor, 2021).

The time seems ripe for the creation of a continen-
tal European military. With this article, I wanted to 
demonstrate empirically that the creation of a Euro-
pean army in this historical period would not only be 
supported by the population but would also contrib-
ute to strengthening the common European identity 
and demos. 

References

Anderson, B. (1991). Imagined Communities: Reflections on 

the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (2nd ed.). Lon-

don – New York: Verso.

Bellamy, R., & Castiglione, D. (2013). Three models of de-

mocracy, political community and representation in 

the EU. Journal of European Public Policy, 20(2), 206–

223. https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2013.746118

Cederman, L.-E. (2001). Nationalism and Bounded In-

tegration: What it Would Take to Construct a 

European Demos. European Journal of Inter-

national Relations, 7(2), 139–174. https://doi.

org/10.1177/1354066101007002001

Direktion für europäische Angelegenheiten DEA. (2021, Feb-

ruary). Überblick über den Vertrag von Lissabon. Re-

trieved from https://www.eda.admin.ch/europa/de/

home/europaeische-union/portrait-geschichte-eu/ver-

trag-lissabon.html

EU monitor. (2021, May 4). Defence: is the EU creating a Eu-

ropean army? Retrieved August 16, 2023, from https://

www.eumonitor.eu/9353000/1/j9vvik7m1c3gyxp/vkz-

movwegcyp

European Commission. (2022, May). Eurobarometer on 

EU’s response to the war in Ukraine. Retrieved from 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/

en/ip_22_2784

European Parliament. (2023, July). Defence: is the EU creat-

ing a European army? Directorate General for Com-

munication of the European Parliament. Retrieved 

from https://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdfs/news/

expert/2019/6/story/20190612STO54310/20190612

STO54310_en.pdf

Filippi, S. (2014). L’Esercito europeo: un tentativo verso la 

Comunità europea di Difesa. Informazioni Della Dif-

esa, (3), 52–63.

Follesdal, A., & Hix, S. (2006). Why is There a Democratic 

Deficit in the EU? A Response to Majone and Moravc-

sik: A Response to Majone and Moravcsik. Journal of 

Common Market Studies, 44(3), 533–562. https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.1468-5965.2006.00650.x

Endnotes

1	  These are mainly countries that have joined NATO. Not all EU mem-
ber states provide military aid to Ukraine, since they are not part of the At-
lantic Alliance. Here one can see the different nature of the two suprana-
tional institutions providing aid to Ukraine: NATO mostly provides military 
support, the EU supports Ukraine politically and at the level of economic 
sanctions.

“With this article, I wanted to demonstrate 
empirically that the creation of the single Euro-
pean Armed Forces in this historical period 
would not only be supported by the population 
but would also contribute to strengthening the 
common European identity and demos.”

6stratos digital #64 Forschung – The European Armed Forces: a means to strengthen European identity 13. Oktober 2023

www.armee.ch/stratos



Follis, A. (2022, June 21). Guerra in Ucraina, l’80% dei cit-

tadini europei è d’accordo con le sanzioni Ue alla 

Russia. euractiv.it. Retrieved August 16, 2023, from 

https://euractiv.it

Grimm, D. (1995). Does Europe Need a Constitution? 

European Law Journal, 1(3), 282–302. https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.1468-0386.1995.tb00033.x

Montserrat Guibernau, M. (2007). The Identity of Nations. 

Cambridge: Polity Press.

Habermas, J. (2012). The Crisis of the European Union: A Re-

sponse (1st ed.). Cambridge: Polity.

Innerarity, D. (2014). Does Europe Need a Demos to Be Truly 

Democratic? LSE “Europe in Question” Discussion Pa-

per Series, 77.

Jonas, A. (2021, October 7). Eurokorps. bpb.de. Retrieved Au-

gust 18, 2023, from https://www.bpb.de

Kaina, V., & Karolewski, I. P. (2013). EU governance and Eu-

ropean identity. Living Reviews in European Govern-

ance, 8(1). https://doi.org/10.12942/lreg-2013-1

Kriesi, H. (1995). Le système politique suisse. Paris: Econom-

ica.

Marquand, D. (1979). Parliament for Europe. London: Jona-

than Cape.

Martí, J. L. (2018). European Democracy and the No-Demos 

Thesis. In A New Narrative for a New Europe (pp. 49–

67). London: Rowman & Littlefield International Ltd.

Mc Mahon, M. (2022, February 27). Ukraine is one of us and 

we want them in EU, Ursula von der Leyen tells Eu-

ronews. Euronews. Retrieved August 16, 2023, from 

https://www.euronews.com

Moravcsik, A. (2003, April 3). How Europe can win without 

an army. Financial Times.

Moravcsik, A. (2004). Is there a “Democratic Deficit” in 

World Politics? A Framework for Analysis. Govern-

ment and Opposition, 39(2), 336–363. https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2004.00126.x

Nicholson, J. D., & Stepina, L. P. (1998). Cultural Values: a 

Cross‐National Study. Cross Cultural Management, 

5(1), 34–49. https://doi.org/10.1108/13527609810796880

Official Journal of the European Union. (2012, October). 

Consolidated Version of the Treaty on European 

Union. Retrieved from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/re-

source.html?uri=cellar:2bf140bf-a3f8-4ab2-b506-fd-

71826e6da6.0023.02/DOC_1&format=PDF

Quatremer, J. (2007, July 14). Sarkozy ose l’Europe. Libéra-

tion. Retrieved August 16, 2023, from https://www.lib-

eration.fr

Quille, G. (2006, September). The European Security and De-

fence Policy: from the Helsinki Headline Goal to the 

EU Battlegroups. Bruxelles: Directorate GeneraI for 

External Policies of the Union.

Risse, T. (2014). No Demos? Identities and Public Spheres in 

the Euro Crisis. Journal of Common Market Studies, 

54(6), 1207–1215. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcms.12189

Sciarini, P., Hug, S., & Dupont, C. (1997). Example, Exeption 

or Both? Swiss National Identity in Perspective. EUI 

Working Papers, 97(32).

Simma, B., Kahn, D.-E., Nolte, G., & Paulus, A. (2013). The 

Charter of The United Nations 3E, Vol 1. Oxford Uni-

versity Press eBooks (3rd ed.). https://doi.org/10.1093/

law/9780199639762.001.0001

Smith, A. D. (1993). A Europe of Nations — or the Nation 

of Europe? Journal of Peace Research, 30(2), 129–135. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343393030002001

Tedaldi, B. (2021, September 15). Mattarella: “L’Ue deve 

avere una politica estera e di difesa”. Von der Leyen: 

“Esercito e intelligence comuni.” Agi. Retrieved August 

16, 2023, from https://www.agi.it

Von Der Leyen, U. (2022, February 27). Ukraine is one of us 

and we want them in EU, Ursula von der Leyen tells 

Euronews [Video file]. Retrieved August 16, 2023, from 

https://www.euronews.com/2022/02/27/ukraine-is-one-

of-us-and-we-want-them-in-eu-ursula-von-der-leyen-

tells-euronews

Weiler, J. H. H. (1995). Does Europe Need a Constitution? 

Demos, Telos and the German Maastricht Deci-

sion. European Law Journal, 1(3), 219–258. https://doi.

org/10.1111/j.1468-0386.1995.tb00030.x

Weiler, J. H. H., Haltern, U., & Mayer, F. (1995). European 

Democracy and its Critique: Five Uneasy Pieces. EUI 

Working Paper, 11(95). Retrieved from https://cad-

mus.eui.eu/bitstream/handle/1814/1386/95_11.pdf ?se-

quence=1&isAllowed=y

7stratos digital #64 Forschung – The European Armed Forces: a means to strengthen European identity 13. Oktober 2023

www.armee.ch/stratos


