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Democratising waves and authoritarian fascination

Various waves of democratisation have taken place over recent decades, 
both inside and outside Europe. The rule of law seemed to be gaining 
ground over other forms of government even in an Arab world which, 
until four years ago, seemed immune to this dynamic of democratic 
change. However, a parallel authoritarian counter-current is underway in 
numerous countries, from Russia to Venezuela via Hungary, a member of 
the European Union. 

In a world of sudden changes, risks and vulnerability, the association of 
authoritarianism with strength and democracy with weakness is of great 
concern. The echo still resounds of the speech made by the Hungarian 
prime minister, Viktor Orban, affirming that the liberal democracies had 
coped worst with the crises while the most successful countries, such as 
Russia, Turkey and China, are not liberal and some are not even demo-
cratic.   

New fundamentalist and neoconservative discourses, based on dogmatic 
readings of Christianity and Islam claim to be confronting the “deca-
dent” world that the liberal ideology - the Western, above all - is meant 
to represent. Something very alarming is happening when a known 
neo-conservative commentator such as Patrick J. Buchanan declares that 
Putin is right to oppose the liberal model at a time when “conservatives, 
traditionalists and nationalists of all continents and countries stand up 
against the cultural and ideological imperialism” of a decadent West.

Democracy and human rights

The project of European integration is conceived in terms of democra-
tisation. The enlargement of the EU towards the south and the east of 
Europe have responded (among other goals) to the demand of various 
countries that aspired to consolidate themselves as new democracies. 
Democratisation and modernisation are what the EU has projected to the 
outside. Not for nothing is the EU known as a normative power. 



REINVIGORATING DEMOCRACY, IN THE WORLD AND AT HOME

22 

The European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights, which 
draws on more than €1.3 billion in current financial resources, is the 
umbrella of global reach under which all kinds of action is taken, from 
support for civil society actors to electoral observation missions. For the 
countries in its most immediate surroundings specific mechanisms are 
added. The most recent is the European Endowment for Democracy, 
which aims to support those who, for various reasons, cannot be sup-
ported through conventional channels.

Example and strategy

The EU’s contribution to the strengthening of democracy in global terms 
begins with the building of a strong, open Europe. At these times, the 
sensation of permanent crisis being experienced in the EU, especially in 
the countries on the periphery, along with the strengthening of xeno-
phobic, authoritarian forces throughout the continent, is undermining 
the global democratic projection of the EU. 

But with or without the crisis, the EU would negate itself if it did not 
support the processes of democratic transition as much in its immedi-
ate surroundings (Tunisia, Ukraine) as thousands of kilometres distance 
away (Myanmar), or if it did not commit to a policy of constructive 
involvement with Turkey, where mutual distancing has coincided with 
polarisation and the strengthening of authoritarian attitudes. The EU 
has to bear in mind that, fortunately, democracy is not solely a European 
or Western asset. Political dialogue and joint action with emerging 
democracies, such as Brazil, India and Indonesia, must be a priority line 
of external action for the EU to support the demand for democracy at a 
global scale. 


