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It is often said that the contemporary international relations we live in are characterised by 
the international liberal order, established after the World War II and founded on political 
liberalism, economic liberalism and liberal internationalism. Liberalism in itself is centred on 
human equality, in particular freedom, rule of law, human rights as well as democracy. 
There is no country in the world that nominally did not subscribe to these values – even the 
regimes of North Korea, Cuba or Syria at the UN events speak how much their policies are 
focused on implementing these liberal values. Some, like the Hungarian Prime Minister talks 
of these liberal values, but then is promoting a concept of illiberal democracy. Totally 
contradicting and absurd, but true. 
 
Liberals themselves pride with the fact that they believe in competition as a source of 
progress of the society and the humanity. Not any kind of completion, certainly not 
Darwinism where only the strongest will survive, but rather a free competition based on 
commonly agreed rules and frameworks which avoid monopolisation of power and 
obliteration the weakest. For such competitiveness to flourish there is an additional 
ingredient needed: cooperation. Just as much as this is relevant in the international 
relations, it is equally relevant on national level in the relations between the various actors 
in the society.  
 
Civic activism challenges classical political parties 
 
The analysis of Roger Casale offers an outstanding overview of the current state of 
democracy on both sides of the Atlantic and the future of civic activism. It addresses 
correctly the malaise that characterises the political elites, the space that it opened for the 
various undemocratic and populist actors to flourish and the prospects for more active civic 
engagement. I am tempted to add a viewpoint on the relevance of [democratic] political 
parties in a modern open society, and how can they collaborate with the civil society and 
other civic movements.  
 
The later – the civic movements - are particular interest, as we seem to witness a new socio-
political dynamic where less people believe in the traditional structures and institutions, but 
they to opt for temporary allegiances depending on their current interests, trends and even 
emotions, without considering much the long-term impact of their choices.While that can 
be helpful in democratising and opening the space of the political arena, giving 
opportunities to people who were traditionally outside of politics, there are also dangers 
that cannot be ignored in the context of the strengthening our democracies. Some of them 
include: 

- the lack of institutional memory and continuity, which in turn influences on the 
ability of those involved to make informed choices based on previous experiences, 

- potential for inconsistency in the decision making, stemming from the fluid nature of 
unorganised bodies like networks and movements, 



- constant transformation of parties by changing names ahead of every election for 
electoral purposes or by creating electoral coalitions, creating long-term confusion 
among the voters on what is actually offered to them.  

 
A full and total abandonment of the traditional structures and the institutions or the trust in 
them, also offers a possibility for populists to occupy the open space and opportunity, by 
abusing the temporary emotions of the public, which could be legitimately or deliberately 
provoked.That take-over bid is accompanied by rise of the role of the new leaders, with 
centralisation of top leadership and diminishing the role of the other structures. 
 
The rise of Donald Trump and his practical take-over of the Republican Party, or as Tom 
Melia names it contemporary as anti-Democrat Party, is perhaps a good example of that. 
The US political system certainly helped Trump to hijack the GOP, but so did the 
disenchantment of the American electorate with the traditional way the politics was done in 
the traditional party. 
 
Movements or parties 
 
Understanding the shift of the public trust away from the established parties or the political 
elites made some successful parties to act promptly. The attractiveness of the term 
movement became so predominant in some countries on both shores of the Northern 
Atlantic, that some political parties even rushed to rebrand themselves as movements. 
Perhaps, the most notable champion in that was the Liberal Party of Canada (LPC), which 
upon election of Justin Trudeau as its leader adopted a new strategy for opening, 
modernisation and accessibility and started to present itself as a Liberal Movement. As a 
matter of fact, even though LPC didn’t change its name, today the website offers only an 
option to “Join the Movement”. This change of paradigm in the party not only helped it win 
the elections, and more importantly established much closer links with the voters through a 
stronger grassroots movement.  
 
On the European side of the Atlantic, in France, Emmanuel Macron also realised timely the 
changing tide of the public perception of politics. By leaving the Socialist Cabinet of 
President Holland and setting up a new movement “En Marche” he challenged the 
established political parties in France. His challenge succussed making a tectonic shift on the 
French political landscape on the wings of the nearly obliterating the traditional Socialist 
Party.   
 
It is important to learn from his election campaign, not only because of his success winning 
the Presidential elections, but also because the style and approach was very different from 
what France experienced in the past – with closer contact with the citizens and by 
cooperating with the civil society. He went a step further. When he established the Party “La 
République En Marche! (En Marche!)” he provided opportunity of many civil society 
representatives, who were not involved earlier in politics, to directly participate in the 
legislative and governing processes by being members of parliament or government.  
 
One can of course point out to the weakness that good part of these representatives lacked 
political preparedness, which caused number of them to withdraw because of failure to 



deliver or genuine disappointment in politics. Those who are orthodox believers in the 
traditional political parties would certainly emphasise that. But, it is important to provide 
space for greater inclusion of various aspects of the civil society in the decision making both 
on local and national level. President Macron wanted to export this approach to Europe. So 
far, he found little enthusiasm for it. 
 
In Central Europe, the case of the Hungary’s Momentum Movement is another notable 
example of positive transformative power of the political offer by the representatives of the 
civil society. What started as a civil movement transformed itself into an openpolitical party 
offering alternative to the authoritarian drive of the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán. 
Without compromising much on their initial objectives, goals and approach, with the same 
level of enthusiasm, Momentum was transformed from a grassroots single-issue movement 
into a serious political force. Not only Momentum managed to gain some traction, but with 
time it has succeeded in positioning itself as the key alternative to the government.  
 
Dangers to the free civil society 
 
Winning elections is not easy; neither is winning referenda as Casale argues. It requires offer 
of good policy proposals that will resonate with the electorate, but also excellent political 
strategies. Understanding the voters is important, be it their sentiments, their expectations 
or their beliefs. Social media can help in communicating the message to them but are not 
the sole determining factor of success. A winning political strategy is much more complex.  
 
In the recent years we have seen the understanding of the authoritarian leaders and 
populists that they need to offer elements of some façade democracy in order to appease 
segments of the public opinion. They came to realise that they particularly have to address 
the concerns of those swing-voters, who might feel the disappointment, rage or despair by 
the rising inequalities or the lack of economic prosperity, but who at the same time hold 
their democratic values close to their hearts and minds. This is especially relevant in highly 
polarised and split societies.  
 
The populists understood that a perfect tool for manipulation of those mainly legitimately 
concerned voters would be to offer them some kind of comfort that the ideas promulgated 
by the very same populists are shared by some citizens associations. In this new approach, it 
is not only the politicians who present fake news or alternative facts. We saw emergence of 
fake or alternative organisations, often linked with direct financial support from the populist 
politicians or their external supporters, like the Russian President Vladimir Putin or the 
Turkish President Tayip Ergodan.  
 
These “civic organisations” are incentivised to offer even more extreme narrative, allowing 
for the populists or autocrats to sound moderate in front of the sceptical or sensitive 
electorate, or to the international community. Suddenly, these “new civic initiatives”, 
frequently aggressive in their vocabulary and appearance, present themselves as social 
actors that should be part of the civic dialogue with the authorities. We have seen many 
cases in Central and Eastern Europe, from North Macedonia to Estonia, from Moldova to 
Hungary. Western Europe has not been immune to that, neither are the United Kingdom 
and the United States as it is argued in examples provided by Casale and Melia. 



 
While in a liberal democracy every form of civic initiative should be embraced without 
prejudice, it is equally important to ensure that the populist-friendly or extremist groups are 
being demasked and brought to daylight. A way to achieve that is by bringing them into an 
arena where they are not very versed on operating – on public debate on policies and 
solutions. Often, they reject to join such debates or when they do it is with idea saw chaos 
or distrust in the eyes of the public of the democratic processes.  
 
We have to understand that embracing all civic initiatives should not be done with naivety, 
but with prudence, reason, transparency as well as resolve when the boundaries of 
respectful behaviour are breached. That is why the title of this analysis uses the adjective 
“free” in front of civil society. 
 
Opportunities ahead for civic involvement 
 
I would bring two extra reasons for positive outlook, or opportunities, for future expansion 
of the civic space that need to be embraced, complementing the analysis and cases 
presented by Casale and Melia. 
 
The future is in the digitalisation of our societies. Some were aware of this before the Covid-
pandemic started. Now everyone understand that our future is highly digital. One country in 
Europe was already championing that understanding for a while: Estonia.  
 
With a liberal government which understood that it needs to serve the citizens and their 
needs, to grasp the opportunity that the modern technology offers in order to ensure 
effective citizen-centred government and that no one is left behind, Estonia made a huge 
leap forward already some years ago. The Estonians didn’t need to wait for the Covid crisis 
to understand that the government can provide them the services they need without 
leaving their homes or even less by going from one counter to the other asking for the civil 
servants to address their administrative needs.  
 
For many Estonians, if not the majority, the discussions as those ongoing in the US State of 
Georgia about the possibility of postal or in-person vote would sound absurd 20th century 
debate. Estonia has already digitalised and online universal vote. Long before the world 
pandemic locked the entire global population at home, causing elections to be postponed 
due to health and safety measures, Estonians could exercise their voting right and duty to 
elect their representatives by a couple of cyber-protected clicks from their own computers 
or smart phones. 
 
The advancement of technology, digitalisation and the use of blockchain technique offers 
immense opportunity for involvement of the citizens in the society and for widening the 
scope of the civic space. What is needed is political will and proper allocation of financial 
resources for the digital transformation. 
 
In the US President Biden signed the new relief budget of 1.9 trillion US dollars. He had the 
Congress on his side. The political will is there, and it is in the hand of the Democrats. They 



bear the responsibility and have to deliver recovery of the US, financially, economically and 
socially.  
 
On eastern shores of the Northern Atlantic, the EU passed recovery plan to help repair the 
economic and social damage caused by the coronavirus pandemic. It was not easy. It didn’t 
only require political will, but it brought the diverse realities in Europe to the surface. We 
witness the clash between the democratic and the authoritarian forces. Compromising 
needed over the post-Covid recovery budget and Plan. 
 
The democratic forces in the EU found themselves in front of a difficult choice. The first-
choice compromise with the authoritarian leaders, mainly of Hungary and Poland, in order 
to salvage the tattering European economy that is facing collapse of Covid-plagued Italy, 
Spain and France. The alternative was to take a full responsibility for the ultimate 
confrontation with the governments in Budapest and Warsaw thus signalling victory of the 
core European values but destroying the entire EU project the way it is structured at the 
moment.  
 
Opting for the later sounded as an ideal opportunity to make a firm uncompromising stand 
for the values. Such scenario would have had unimaginable consequences for the European 
economy, security and the future. Indeed, it could be argued that such devastation might 
have provided a unique opportunity to rebuild Europe from the ashes towards more citizen-
focused Union where the rights and freedoms of the citizens and the shared values will have 
supremacy. However, the cost of such a devastation could have likely been unimaginable 
and brutally painful, while barely any politician would have survived in the aftermath of 
such crisis. It was a victory of the Merkel-style of compromise and of Realpolitik.  
 
Those whole believed in Europe of values and principles and in a Union that will be the 
uncompromising guarantor of the civil rights and liberties were left disappointed and 
disheartened. But we have to see the glass half full. The small victory of the compromise 
that the rule of law will be annually scrutinised and only to a certain degree conditional for 
receiving the funds must be understood as a motivation not to succumb to the pressure of 
the determined authoritarians.  
 
The new mechanism should be embraced and supported and should be used as a tool to 
keep pressuring for further reforms. The Conference on the Future of Europe is ahead of us, 
despite the delays, and all creative ideas have to be presented there vigorously. It is an 
opportunity. 
 
There are a lot of additional tools that have not yet been used and can spark renewed 
enthusiasm in the fight for a more open, free and firm Europe of shared values. The 
European Citizens' Initiative enshrined in the Article 11(4) of the Treaty of the European 
Union has not been sufficiently used. With it, the first time in history, a direct cross-border, 
transnational democratic procedure was established. It is insufficiently used. 
 
The newly strengthened participatory pillar of the European democratic model will be 
essential for rebuilding EU in the post-Covid crisis. To make a true success it will require 
competition of innovative and creative ideas that will come from the European citizens and 



the civil society. Moreover, it will require genuine and frank partnership and cooperation 
between the civic actors and the democratic political forces on the continent.  
 
Some would see the [looming] economic crisis caused by the Covid-pandemic as a prophecy 
of a disaster. I would rather like to see it as an opportunity for transformation of the EU into 
a citizen-friendly Union.   


