
EN 

Dialogues with the civil society 

 

European cities often ring with the familiar sound of voices chanting texts displayed on banners and 

placards. They frequently bear the slogan: "I have a vote, but I don't have a voice". Even when 

unwritten, this slogan comes across as a political grievance. 

 

Why do people feel they have no voice? A closer look at the political systems of the countries of 

Europe might reveal that it is not that the voice has been lost, but that the channels for conveying it 

have been weakened. Those channels hark back to more leisurely eras that are out of step with the new 

global 5G pace. 

 

Today's world is different: the economic and political fabric has changed, but we are still left with the 

faded apparel of states that were once all-powerful. I do not say this with a feeling of nostalgia. My 

point is simply that the disjunct between the need to address new, global challenges and the 

sluggishness of traditional structures is creating intractable problems. 

 

Three decades ago, Albert O. Hirschman, an American economist, analysed the dilemmas we face in 

terms of two concepts: exit and voice. In his view when citizens have no exit route, they demand to be 

involved in shaping the space that they cannot leave. And where they are prevented yet again from 

speaking out, they will seek deliverance by heading for the exit. 

 

The grievance remains the same: "I have a vote, but I don't have a voice". How can we strengthen our 

democratic voice? Perhaps instead of trying to turn up the volume, it would be smarter to develop a 

new type of voice. And this new type of voice is in fact emerging today, the voice of those who, while 

acknowledging the impasse, do not give in to fatalism. Rather, they devise innovative policy 

instruments, call for transparency and accountability, and shift the emphasis from traditional political 

centres to social networks. Precisely because they do not only occupy the traditional political terrain, 

such voices are often described as "a-political". 

 

While they may venture forth to take part in traditional democratic forums, the proponents of these 

new approaches choose to remain in the civil society sphere. It is not their intention to upstage 

democratic traditions with their open-source tools. Instead, these ideas fill the gap created by the 

continued prevalence of a single, monolithic democratic model; they enrich our political imagination; 

and they offer flexible solutions to global problems that cannot be addressed solely through the 

essential but often cumbersome procedures of traditional political institutions. We have witnessed how 

these "glocal" initiatives contribute to addressing the current problems in Europe, by tackling refugee 

flows, withstanding the economic crisis and managing environmental challenges, the most pressing 

issue facing the human race. 

 

The EESC's biggest contribution is the recognition and support it offers to these new approaches, 

through formal dialogue with the voices of civil society, whilst the biggest contribution of the CSS is 

to quietly create an environment in which civil society can flourish. It is in this environment that the 

members of the liaison group, representing European civil society, are stepping up their activities. Our 

next step will be to set up a Twitter account to present our work to a broader public, informing friends 

and sceptics alike about our activities and the benefits of participatory democracy. Stay tuned! 
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