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Abstract

The European Union represents a unique experiment in modern history. At the same time, it is an
extraordinary political and economic innovation that unites over 500 million citizens. It can be
considered a bulwark of global democracy, provided that it remains united and faithful to its
founding values. However, the survival of this project depends on the ability of member countries
to defend these principles not only on paper, but also in everyday practice. As stated in the Sibiu
Declaration (9 May 2019), the Union ‘brings together around half a billion citizens, with a
competitive single market’, and is a major player in world politics thanks to the values on which it
is founded and its unity.



Historical memory is a pillar for understanding the origins of European values. Remembering the
horrors of totalitarianism, world wars and the Holocaust serves to prevent dangerous drifts.
However, today there is a disturbing tendency to erase the past, fuelled by revisionism and the
trivialization of history. The preservation of places of memory and their educational enhancement
are essential tools for building historical awareness in the younger generations.

In recent decades, democracy has been taken for granted in Europe. However, it is not a definitive
achievement, but a fragile system that requires constant maintenance. Democracy is not acquired
and stabilized once and for all, but requires constant investment to maintain institutional integrity,
the rule of law, pluralism and civil liberties in the face of internal and external threats. It is urgent
to rediscover the deep roots of democracy and recognize the dangers that lie ahead.

Democracy today is threatened by internal and external forces. Internally, disillusionment with
institutions and the crisis of representation are jeopardizing social cohesion and civic participation.
Growing mistrust requires a profound effort of education, vigilance and renewal. External threats
include pressure from authoritarian regimes, manipulation of information and foreign
interference. Some threats come from other political systems, such as so-called illiberal
democracies. “llliberal democracies” are regimes that hold elections but undermine democratic
rights and checks and balances. The weakening of the judiciary, attacks on the independent press
and discrimination against minorities are clear signs of this.

The two main reports on the state of democracies around the world, namely the report
Democracies in 2024 by The Economist Intelligence Unit and the report Varieties of Democracy
2024 by the University of Gothenburg, agree that a phenomenon of democratic recession is
underway, meaning that the number of full and complete democracies is decreasing and,
conversely, authoritarian and hybrid models, i.e. a grey area between democracy and autocracy.
Democracy also faces a number of emerging problems caused by the spread of social media and
the advent of artificial intelligence.

The uncontrolled spread of fake news on social media poses a serious threat to the quality of
democratic debate, as it compromises citizens' ability to access reliable information and,
consequently, to make informed choices. This phenomenon is exacerbated by the operation of
specific algorithms that tend to reinforce pre-existing opinions and lock people into “echo
chambers” and “filter bubbles”, thus accentuating political and social polarization and divisions.
Added to this are coordinated campaigns, often orchestrated by foreign actors to manipulate
public opinion and influence elections or referendums. The centrality of social networks as the
main source of information has also diminished the role of traditional media, historically the
guarantors of news verification, leading to greater fragmentation and a decline in fact-checking.
The abundance of content, typical of the digital environment, reduces citizens' ability to exercise
critical analysis, pushing them towards rapid and superficial consumption of news. In this way, the
ability of social media to shape public opinion progressively weakens the role of representative
institutions and undermines the quality of democratic participation. Finally, compulsive use of
social media reduces the time and space devoted to critical thinking and civic engagement in real
life, with negative effects on the vitality of the public sphere.

European civic education should be an integral part of school education, with shared programs,
interdisciplinary approaches and up-to-date teaching tools. Knowledge of EU institutions, treaties,



common rights and duties is essential to overcome nationalism and educate informed citizens.
Addressing major challenges — climate change, migration, social justice — can stimulate a sense of
responsibility and transnational belonging.

It is becoming increasingly urgent to defend democracy through innovative educational programs.
Only through a committed investment in education, remembrance and civic participation will it be
possible to defend European democracy and project it into the future. The younger generations
are called upon to take up the baton of a project that is never definitively completed, but must be
renewed every day.

A European identity can also be built through appropriate educational programs. European
identity cannot be solely institutional or economic, but must also be experienced on a cultural and
emotional level. Promoting mobility, language learning, school twinning, cultural exchanges and
the shared enjoyment of artistic heritage are concrete strategies for building a “European feeling”.
A Europe in which young people feel “at home” everywhere promotes integration, mutual respect
and intercultural dialogue.

Europe and democratic values

The European Union is founded on the following values®:

Human dignity
Human dignity is inviolable. It must be respected and protected and is the real basis of
fundamental rights.

Freedom

Freedom of movement guarantees citizens the right to move and reside freely within the Union.
Individual freedoms, such as respect for private life, freedom of thought, religion, assembly,
expression and information, are protected by the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

Democracy

The functioning of the EU is based on representative democracy. European citizens automatically
enjoy political rights. Every adult EU citizen has the right to stand as a candidate and vote in
European Parliament elections. EU citizens can stand as candidates and vote in both their country
of residence and their country of origin.

Equality

Equality means equal rights for all citizens before the law. The principle of equality between
women and men underpins all European policies and is fundamental to European integration. It
applies in all areas. The principle of equal pay for equal work was enshrined in the Treaty of Rome
in 1957.

1 https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/principles-and-values/aims-and-values _en
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Rule of law

The EU is based on the principle of the rule of law. All its activities are based on treaties, agreed
voluntarily and democratically by the Member States. Law and justice are guaranteed by an
independent judiciary. Member States have conferred final jurisdiction on the Court of Justice of
the European Union — whose rulings must be respected by all.

Human rights

Human rights are protected by the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. These include the right not
to be discriminated against on grounds of gender, racial or ethnic origin, religion or belief,
disability, age or sexual orientation, the right to protection of personal data and the right to access
justice.

The objectives of the European Union are set out in Article 3 of the Treaty of Lisbon?.

The objectives of the European Union within its borders are:

* to promote peace, its values and the well-being of its citizens

e to offer freedom, security and justice without internal borders, while adopting appropriate
measures at its external borders to regulate asylum and immigration and to prevent and combat
crime

* to establish an internal market

e achieving sustainable development based on balanced economic growth, price stability and a
highly competitive market economy with full employment and social progress

e protecting and improving the quality of the environment

e promoting scientific and technological progress

e combating social exclusion and discrimination

e promoting social justice and protection, equality between women and men, and the protection
of children's rights

e strengthening economic, social and territorial cohesion and solidarity among EU countries

e respecting rich cultural and linguistic diversity

e establishing an economic and monetary union whose currency is the euro

The EU's objectives in the global context are:

e to uphold and promote its values and interests

* to contribute to peace and security and sustainable development worldwide

* to promote solidarity and mutual respect among peoples, free and fair trade, the eradication
of poverty and the protection of human rights

e strict compliance with international law

2 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/about-parliament/it/in-the-past/the-parliament-and-the-treaties/treaty-of-lisbon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treaty of Lisbon
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In 2012, the European Union received the Nobel Peace Prize “for having contributed for over six
decades to the advancement of peace, reconciliation, democracy and human rights in Europe”. On
that occasion, the President of the European Parliament stated that “the EU serves as a beacon for
democracy and reconciliation” 3.

In its 2024-2029 strategy, the European Commission emphasizes the EU's active role in protecting
democracy, with measures against disinformation, monitoring of the rule of law, conditionality of
European funds on compliance with standards, support for free media and citizen involvement in
decision-making®.

In March 2025, the Commission of the Bishops' Conferences of the EU (COMECE) launched an
appeal for the Union to be a ‘beacon of hope in a broken world’, maintaining internal unity and
fidelity to the founding principles of democracy, the rule of law, respect for human rights and
peace.>

Is democracy taken for granted in Europe?

In recent decades, democracy in Europe has often been considered a given, almost taken for
granted. In reality, it is not a definitive achievement, but an inherently fragile system that requires
constant care and maintenance. Today, it is exposed to threats from both outside and within.
Externally, it faces pressure from authoritarian regimes, manipulation of information and foreign
interference. Internally, growing disillusionment with institutions and the crisis of representation
are fueling mistrust, undermining social cohesion and weakening civic participation.

To address these challenges, a deep commitment to education, vigilance and democratic renewal
is essential. We need to rediscover the historical and cultural roots of democracy and, at the same
time, clearly recognize the dangers that threaten it. Democracy is not a given, but a process that
requires continuous investment to safeguard the integrity of institutions, respect for the rule of
law, pluralism and civil liberties, especially in the face of ever-increasing internal and external
pressures.

The Council of Europe's annual report (2021) notes a “clear and worrying degree of democratic
regression” in several member countries and warns that governments must decide whether to
allow this erosion to continue or to work together to reverse it.

3 https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/history-european-union/2010-2019/2012/eu-nobel it
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2012 Nobel Peace Prize?utm

4 https://commission.europa.eu/priorities-2024-2029/democracy-and-our-values en?

5 https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2025-03/eu-bishops-urge-eu-to-act-as-a-beacon-of-hope-in-broken-
world.html?utm

6 https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/democracy-is-in-distress-finds-the-council-of-europe-secretary-general-s-
annual-report-for-2021?utm
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The threat of historical memory loss

One-third of young adults in the UK are unable to name Auschwitz or any of the other
concentration camps and ghettos where Holocaust crimes were committed.

Other growing gaps in knowledge — particularly among 18- to 29-year-olds — have been identified
as part of a major international survey conducted in countries including the United States and the
UK.

The results of a survey in France reveal that around 25% of millennials and Gen Z did not know
what the Shoah was; however, 80% said that teaching about the Holocaust is essential to prevent
future atrocities. ’

The Report on Holocaust Revisionism in Western Europe notes that, in some cases,
commemorations are avoided or politicized, and students confuse historical atrocities with
contemporary events, weakening the educational message.®

In several EU countries, there are widespread attempts to control the historical narrative, exalting
national roles or minimizing collective responsibility for genocide.?

On the 80th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, some former deportees recalled the
disappearance of the generations who lived through the Shoah, warning that “history is now more
fragile and easier to distort” and that the spread of disinformation threatens collective memory. *°
The European Union has long responded to these phenomena with a number of initiatives. For
example, in 2011, it established the Platform of European Memory and Conscience, an educational
project aimed at researching, documenting and disseminating the memory of totalitarian regimes
in order to prevent intolerance, extremism and authoritarian tendencies. !

The European Parliament, through its resolution of 19 September 2019, emphasized the
importance of a shared memory imbued with moral awareness. 12

7 “p Surprisingly Large Percentage of Young French People Don’t Know About the Holocaust, Study Finds”
https://time.com/5767184/holocaust-remembrance-france-survey/?utm

8 “Holocaust Memory Under Attack as Political Agendas Rewrite History”
https://themedialine.org/people/holocaust-memory-under-attack-as-political-agendas-rewrite-history/?utm

9 “World War Il in Europe Ended 75 Years Ago—But the World Is Still Fighting Over Who Gets to Say What
Happened”, https://time.com/5832549/world-war-ii-memory/?utm

10 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/jan/27/memory-hurts-memory-guides-auschwitzs-survivors-gather-for-
80th-anniversary-of-camps-liberation?utm

11 https://www.memoryandconscience.eu/about-the-platfor/about-the-platform/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Platform of European Memory and Conscience?utm

Phttps://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0021 IT.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European Parliament resolution of 19 September 2019 on the importance of Eur
opean remembrance for the future of Europe?utm
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Internal threats: abstentionism, disinterest and crisis of democratic legitimacy

More than 6,700 young people aged between 16 and 26 in the UK, Germany, France, Spain, Italy,
Greece and Poland took part in the ninth annual survey conducted by the YouGov institute. The
majority of European Generation Z — 57% — prefer democracy to any other form of government,
but only half of young people in France and Spain believe that democracy is the best form of
government, while the highest level is recorded in Germany, at 71%.

More than one in five — 21% — would favor an authoritarian government in certain unspecified
circumstances. This figure is highest in Italy (24%) and lowest in Germany (15%).

Despite strong support for climate protection among young Europeans, only one in three believes
it should take priority over economic growth. This percentage has fallen from 44% in 2021.13
According to a recent survey by the French institute Cluster17, the percentages of European
citizens who describe the EU as undemocratic and perceive it as bureaucratic and distant are
higher among young people, becoming a clear majority among those under 34.

According to the same survey, young people feel less European than their parents, preferring to
call themselves “citizens of the world”.

The most ambitious proposal — and the one that found the widest consensus — is to make the
Erasmus program free and compulsory for all secondary and higher education students in the
EU.14

New research from the University of Southampton has found that trust in representative
institutions, such as parliaments, governments and political parties, is declining in democratic
countries around the world. Although there is still evidence that citizens largely support the idea
of democracy, a large number of them have lost faith in the institutions necessary for democratic
government, leading some to vote for candidates who seem intent on dismantling democracy as
we know it.

Trust in parliaments is declining in 36 democracies, including Argentina, Brazil, France, Italy, Spain,
South Korea, Australia and the United States, and has increased in only six. **

In his latest book Fuga dalla democrazia (Escape from Democracy), Sergio Rizzo refers to the essay
on lucidity by Portuguese writer José Saramago, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1998.
Published in 2004, the book is a radical and merciless critique of a political system incapable of
responding to the needs of an imaginary country whose citizens rebel using an unusual weapon,
the vote, in the sense that they vote blank ballots by a majority, causing the collapse of the state.

13 “young Europeans losing faith in democracy, poll finds” (4 Luglio 2025)
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2025/jul/04/young-europeans-losing-faith-in-democracy-poll-finds

14 “young people don’t feel part of the EU — and they’re right” (12 Luglio 2025)

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/jul/12/young-people-eu-citizen-digital-age-erasmus-school

15 “A Crisis of Political Trust? Global Trends in Institutional Trust from 1958 to 2019” British Journal of Political Science

online Cambridge University Press (12 February 2025)
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Now reality is approaching this future that has only been imagined until now. In Italy, until 1979,
more than 90 per cent of those eligible to vote did so in general elections. In 2013, turnout fell to
75 per cent, and in the last general election in September 2022, it did not exceed 64 per cent. And
things are getting worse. According to Ipsos polls, abstention has risen from 39 per cent before the
2022 general election to 46.5 per cent. We are rapidly moving towards Saramago's vision.1®
'Looking at the poverty data, which affects young people more than twice as much as older
people, we find two factors of serious social distress: early school leaving and unemployment
(NEET, Not in Employment, Education or Training), i.e. educational poverty and economic poverty,
which add up and combine to erode the democratic foundations of civil society.

The result obtained thus indicates, quite clearly, that educational and economic policies for young
people can also have positive repercussions in terms of social participation, restoring meaning and
vigor to a political system that has embarked on a dangerous drift that is progressively removing
the demos from democracy." '’

External threats: illiberal democracies

Threats to democracy are not only internal. Some threats come from outside, from other political
systems, such as so-called illiberal democracies. 'llliberal democracy' is a term that Hungarian
Prime Minister Viktor Orban borrowed in 2014 from a 1997 article published by Fareed Zakaria in
Foreign Affairs, transforming its negative connotations into a positive political program.

‘Illiberal democracy can be understood as the program of political forces that aim to maintain
voting as a form of collective decision-making and legitimization, but eliminate elements such as
migrants' rights, gender equality, media and judicial independence, or human rights, which are
seen as obstacles to the preservation of national traditions, religions or cultural heritage.’ 2

According to Fareed Zakaria (1997), ‘Democratically elected regimes, often reconfirmed through
re-elections or referendums, are regularly ignoring constitutional limits on their power and
depriving citizens of fundamental rights and freedoms.” In the West, democracy has been
synonymous with liberal democracy: a political system characterized not only by free and fair
elections, but also by the rule of law, the separation of powers and the protection of fundamental
freedoms of expression, assembly, religion and property. In reality, this latter set of freedoms —
which we might call constitutional liberalism — is theoretically different and historically distinct.
Democracy is booming; constitutional liberalism is not.

Constitutional liberalism is not about the procedures for selecting government, but rather about
the goals of government. It refers to the tradition, rooted in Western history, that seeks to protect

16 https://www.solferinolibri.it/libri/2027-fuga-dalla-democrazia/

7 Riccardo Cesari “Astensionismo, una minaccia per la democrazia”
https://lavoce.info/archives/96500/astensionismo-una-minaccia-per-la-democrazia/

8 Illiberal Democracies in Europe: An Authoritarian Response to the Crisis of Liberalism, Di Katerina Kolozova e Niccold
Milanese (Ed) George Washington University 2023.
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the autonomy and dignity of the individual from all forms of coercion, whatever its source: the
state, the church or society. The term combines two closely related ideas.
It is “liberal” because it is based on the philosophical tradition, begun by the Greeks, that

|II

emphasizes individual freedom. It is “constitutional” because it is based on the tradition, begun by
the Romans, of the rule of law. Constitutional liberalism developed in Western Europe and the
United States as a defence of the individual's right to life and property, and to freedom of religion
and expression. To guarantee these rights, it emphasized limits on the power of each branch of
government, equality before the law, impartial courts and tribunals, and the separation of church
and state.

Since 1945, Western governments have, for the most part, embodied both democracy and
constitutional liberalism. Constitutional liberalism has led to democracy, but democracy does not
seem to bring constitutional liberalism. The tension between constitutional liberalism and
democracy is based on the extent of government authority. Constitutional liberalism is about
limiting power, while democracy is about accumulating and using it. Democracy without
constitutional liberalism is not only inadequate, but dangerous, as it brings with it the erosion of
freedom, abuse of power, ethnic divisions and even war.*?

Marc Plattner's essay also addresses the concept of liberal democracy, stating: ‘The word “liberal”
in the expression “liberal democracy” does not refer to who holds power, but to how that power is
exercised.” Above all, it implies that the government is limited in its powers and in the way it acts.
It is limited first and foremost by the rule of law, and in particular by a fundamental law or
constitution, but ultimately it is limited by the rights of the individual. The idea of natural or
inalienable rights, now more commonly referred to as “human rights”, originated with liberalism.2°
It is also useful to consider the concept of competitive authoritarianism, i.e. a system that lies
halfway between democracy and full authoritarianism. 2

A competitive authoritarian regime is a system in which democratic institutions — such as multi-
party elections, parliament, an independent judiciary and freedom of the press — formally exist
and function, but in practice are systematically manipulated by the ruling power to maintain a
disproportionate advantage. These are therefore neither classic dictatorships (where there is no
political competition) nor full democracies (where the rules of the game are respected), but hybrid
regimes. The concept is important because it serves to recognize that not all undemocratic
regimes are the same. Some maintain democratic appearances and practices, but empty them of
meaning from within. The threat of illiberal democracies is no longer limited to peripheral
contexts, but also appears in countries considered “mature”, revealing the need for permanent

1% Fareed Zakaria, “The Rise of llliberal Democracy,” Foreign Affairs 76, no. 6 (November/December 1997): 22-43.

20 Marc F. Plattner “Liberalism and Democracy: Can't Have One without the Other”, Foreign Affairs, Mar- Apr., 1998,
Vol. 77, No. pp. 171- 180

2L steven Levitsky, Lucan A. Way, Competitive Authoritarianims, Cambridge University Press 2010
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vigilance and an informed and active citizenry. 22

The state of democracies in Europe and around the world

To assess the state of democracies around the world, it is useful to consider two annual reports
published by The Economist Intelligence Unit and the University of Gothenburg, respectively.

The report “Democracies in 2024” by The Economist Intelligence Unit

In this report, democracy is measured on the basis of five categories: the electoral process,
pluralism, the functioning of government, political participation, political culture and civil liberties.
The 2024 report denounces the growing disaffection of citizens with the functioning of democracy.
Governments are finding it difficult to engage citizens in decision-making on a continuous basis;
indeed, citizens are often excluded from the debate on important issues. As a result, a large
number of citizens believe that democracy is not working and people are losing faith in
representative democracy. The failure to make democracies work encourages autocrats and
demoralizes those who fight for democracy.

Autocracies are an important part of global regimes, and what is most worrying is that they seem
to learn from each other how to protect themselves and neutralize opposition.?3

There has been an increase in authoritarian regimes. Only 6.6% of the global population lives in a
fully democratic country, compared to 12.5% in 2014.

Frustration with a dysfunctional political system is leading more people to embrace non-
democratic alternatives. Some surveys also tell us that younger people are also the most open to
considering non-democratic alternatives.

Some democracies are flawed. They are characterized by low levels of trust in political institutions
and the media, institutional gridlock, excessive influence of lobbyists and interest groups, wide
economic and social inequalities, and a lack of social consensus on national values.

An important phenomenon is what American researcher Larry Diamond has called “democratic
recession”. The phenomenon began in 2007 and continues today. This means that the number of
full democracies is declining, while authoritarian and hybrid models, i.e. a grey area between
democracy and autocracy, are on the rise.

There are three main causes of disaffection with democracy: declining trust in government, the
failure of politicians and political parties to effectively represent voters, and a deficit of
representativeness. These factors have led to disillusionment with democratic institutions, which
has contributed to the growth of populism, political disengagement and increasing political
polarization.

The quality of democracy is also defined by the character of its citizens and the standard of their

22 steven Levitsky, Lucan Way and Daniel Ziblatt, “How Will We Know When We Have Lost Our Democracy?” New York
Times, 8 May 2025, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/08/opinion/trump-authoritarianism-democracy.html

23 Anne Applebaum, Autocracy, Inc: The Dictators Who Want to Run the World, Penguin Books 2025.
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participation in the democratic life of the country. This is because the quality of democracy is
measured first and foremost by citizens' involvement in the political process and their attitude
towards involvement.

Below are the data from the Democracy Index 2024, Economist Intelligence Unit

Democracy Index 2024, by type of regime

No. of countries % of countries % of world population
Full democracies 25 15.0 6.6
Flawed democracies 46 27.5 38.4
Hybrid regimes 36 21.6 15.7
Authoritarian regimes 60 35.9 39.2

Full democracies exist in only 25 out of 167 countries, representing 15% of countries and only
6.6% of the population. Ten years ago, this figure was almost double (12.5).

Flawed democracies are found in 46 countries, 27.5% of countries and 38.4% of the population.
Hybrid regimes are found in 36 countries, 21.6% of countries and 15.7% of the population.

And as many as 60 are authoritarian regimes, 35.9% of countries and 39.2% of the population.

The complete democracies in the European Union are: Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Iceland, the
Netherlands, Luxembourg, Germany, Austria, Estonia, Spain, the Czech Republic, Portugal and
Greece.

Other complete democracies in Europe are: Switzerland, Norway and the UK.

The main full democracies outside Europe are: Canada, Australia, and Japan.

Imperfect democracies in the European Union are: France, Italy, Belgium, Poland, Slovakia,
Hungary, Croatia, and Bulgaria.

The main imperfect democracy outside Europe is the United States.

There is one hybrid regime in the European Union: Romania.

The ‘Varieties of Democracy 2024’ report by the University of Gothenburg

The University of Gothenburg report distinguishes between four types of regimes: closed
autocracies and electoral autocracies on the one hand, and electoral democracies and liberal
democracies on the other.

Going through a process of democratization means that a country is moving towards greater
democracy, regardless of its starting point. Conversely, a process of autocratization means the
opposite.

Today, less than 12% of the world's population, approximately 900 million people, live in a liberal
democracy, which is the worst figure in the last fifty years. Behind this figure lies, on the one
hand, the decline in the total number of liberal democracies and, on the other, the slow growth of
the population in these countries.
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According to the most recent data, the average level of democracy experienced by a citizen in the
world has regressed to the values recorded in 1985; if we consider the average per country, we
are at the 1996 level. This is, therefore, a significant regression that signals a progressive erosion
of democratic standards at the global level.

In particular, democracy is losing ground above all in terms of economic power, reaching its lowest
level in the last fifty years. This phenomenon is not limited to individual national contexts, but
constitutes a veritable wave of autocratization on a global scale, with particularly pronounced
effects in Eastern Europe, as well as in South and Central Asia.

For the first time in over twenty years, the number of autocracies (91) has exceeded that of
democracies (88). Among the latter, liberal democracies are now the least common form of
government, with only 29 cases recorded in 2024.

At the same time, almost three-quarters of the world's population — 72% — currently lives under
authoritarian regimes: the highest figure since 1978, reflecting the historic scale of the ongoing
democratic regression.

Particularly alarming is the deterioration in freedom of expression, which has worsened in 44
countries (compared to 35 in the previous year). Added to this is the decline in electoral integrity
in 25 countries, the contraction of freedom of association in 22 and the weakening of the rule of
law in 18. Overall, these figures point to a trend of shrinking civic space that systematically affects
multiple dimensions of the democratic experience.

The overall picture confirms that the so-called “third wave” of autocratization, which began at
least a quarter of a century ago, is still growing. Approximately 40% of the world's population —
corresponding to 3.1 billion individuals — lives in countries that are undergoing a gradual slide
towards authoritarianism.

In contrast, only 6% of the global population, or about 452 million people, live in states that are
undergoing democratization. It is significant to note that two-thirds of this population reside in
just three countries: Brazil, Poland and Thailand.

The number of states classified as “autocratising” has reached 45. Of these, 27 were democracies
at the beginning of their trajectory of regression; of these, only 9 have maintained this status until
2024, with a “democratic mortality” rate of 67%.

The tools most frequently used in autocratisation processes are media censorship, followed by the
weakening of electoral mechanisms and the erosion of the role of civil society. These practices
help to consolidate the power of authoritarian elites, systematically reducing the possibilities for
democratic resistance.

Emerging challenges for democracy: social media and artificial intelligence

The rapid and viral spread of fake news undermines the quality of democratic debate and citizens'
ability to make informed decisions. Disinformation that spreads aggressively on social media can
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jeopardise democratic integrity and trust in institutions. 2

Algorithms also tend to reinforce existing opinions, creating “echo chambers” and “filter bubbles”
that exacerbate political and social division. In the case of so-called “filter bubbles”, personalised
algorithms intellectually isolate users with content that conforms to their preferences, leading to
limited views and polarisation.

An echo chamber is an environment or ecosystem in which participants are confronted with
beliefs that amplify or reinforce their pre-existing views through communication and repetition
within a closed system isolated from refutation. Echo chambers amplify pre-existing positions,
hindering exposure to alternative views and promoting polarisation and extremism. %

A filter bubble or ideological frame is a state of intellectual isolation that can result from
personalised searches and recommendation systems. Search results are based on user-related
information, such as geographical location, past click behaviour and search history. As a result,
users are separated from information that does not agree with their views, effectively remaining
isolated in their own cultural or ideological bubbles, with a limited and personalised view of the
world. 26

Coordinated campaigns can influence elections and referendums. The model known as the
firehose of falsehood, used by Russia, describes high-speed, multi-channel disinformation
campaigns designed to confuse the public and discourage fact checking. The firehose of falsehood,
also known as firehosing, is a propaganda technique in which a large number of messages are
disseminated rapidly, repetitively and continuously across multiple channels (such as traditional
media and social media), without any consideration for the truthfulness or consistency of the
content. ?’

A 2021 European Parliament report highlights how disinformation spread via social media can
create polarisation and facilitate foreign interference in political dynamics. 28

So-called “algorithmic radicalisation”, i.e. the action of the recommendation algorithms of the
main social media platforms, pushes users towards increasingly extreme content over time,
leading them to develop extremist and radicalised political views.

Algorithms record user interactions — from likes/dislikes to time spent on certain posts — to
generate an endless stream of content designed to keep them engaged.

24 «“Misinformation poses a bigger threat to democracy than you might think”, Nature, 05 June 2024
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-024-01587-3?utm

25 https://cordis.europa.eu/article/id/456226-is-the-idea-of-online-echo-chambers-itself-only-an-echo/it
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Echo _chamber %28media%29?utm

26 https://ec.europa.eu/futurium/en/european-media-literacy-events/biases-internet-and-social-networks-when-

reality-wider-sesgos-en.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Filter bubble?utm

27 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Firehose of falsehood?utm

28 European Parliament, “The impact of disinformation on democratic processes and human rights in the world”
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/653635/EXPO_STU%282021%29653635 EN.pdf?utm
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Through echo chamber channels, users are led to become increasingly polarised, through the
selection of content in line with their preferences and through the confirmation of their beliefs.??
Algorithms favour emotional content, elicit strong reactions (such as anger), and make fake news
go viral more than real news, accelerating superficial dissemination. 3°

Young people are particularly vulnerable to disinformation, according to Timothy Caulfield,
professor of law at the University of Alberta. 'Not because they are less intelligent. But because of
exposure, 'They are completely and constantly bombarded with information.' 3

The relationship between artificial intelligence (Al) and democracy is complex and fraught with
emerging challenges. The use of Al in social media (e.g., political micro-targeting, deepfake
creation, automated bots) can influence democratic debate and manipulate public opinion. With
the risk of eroding freedom of choice and the quality of information.

The large technology platforms that develop and control Al wield unprecedented informational
and economic power. This creates an imbalance between private power and democratic
institutions, which struggle to regulate global processes. Finally, the use of Al in surveillance
systems (facial recognition, behavioural tracking) can threaten privacy rights.

Education for democracy and European identity: a new approach

European civic education should be an integral part of school education, with shared curricula,
interdisciplinary approaches and up-to-date teaching tools. Knowledge of the EU institutions,
treaties, common rights and duties is essential to overcome nationalism and educate informed
citizens. Addressing major challenges — climate change, migration, social justice — can stimulate a
sense of responsibility and transnational belonging.

To promote a convinced, rational and emotional adherence to the idea of a united Europe among
European secondary school students and to counter sovereignist and nationalist pressures,
combined approaches can be adopted at different levels. From a rational point of view, the
European Union represents a bulwark of peace and stability, as it was created with the aim of
ensuring an end to conflict on a continent marked by devastating wars. For over 70 years, member
countries have not fought each other, an unprecedented historical achievement. It also offers
freedom of movement thanks to the Schengen area, which allows young Europeans to travel,
study, work and live in other countries without barriers, broadening their horizons, promoting
cultural exchanges and opening up extraordinary professional opportunities. Educational
opportunities are further enhanced by programmes such as Erasmus+, which allow students to

2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Algorithmic_radicalization?utm
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160791X23000672

30 https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-

democracy/protecting-democracy/strengthened-eu-code-practice-disinformation it
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fake news?utm

31 “Deepfakes and misinformation — how to tell the facts from the fiction” Financial Times, 10 Giugno 2025.
https://www.ft.com/content/ee975ff0-531f-43be-9c2b-4aed39c4def5?utm
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gain international experience, grow in independence, learn languages and make friends across
national borders. The EU also protects fundamental common rights such as freedom, equality,
respect for minorities and the rule of law, protecting citizens from authoritarian tendencies or
discrimination. Economically, the single market ensures a stronger and more competitive economy
globally, while offering social protection through common regulations that defend workers and
consumers.

Alongside the rational arguments, there are emotional ones that reinforce the sense of belonging.
Being Italian, French or German is not incompatible with being European, as European identity
complements and enriches national identity, creating a multiple and open identity. The European
Union is, in fact, a laboratory for coexistence between different peoples, languages and cultures,
making it a unique, pluralistic and welcoming experience. Added to this are shared histories and
symbols such as the blue flag with stars, the Ode to Joy and Europe Day on 9 May, which evoke
cohesion, peace and hope. The emotion of belonging to a larger whole is also manifested in the
ability to provide common responses to global challenges such as the climate crisis or the
pandemic, because only by working together can we tackle issues that transcend national borders,
and solidarity thus becomes a source of strength and collective pride.

European identity cannot be solely institutional or economic, but must also be experienced on a
cultural and emotional level. Promoting mobility, language learning, school twinning, cultural
exchanges and the shared enjoyment of artistic heritage are concrete strategies for building a
“European feeling”. A Europe where young people feel “at home” everywhere promotes
integration, mutual respect and intercultural dialogue.

Conclusions

The creation of a genuine European citizenship should not be understood merely as a set of legal
rights, but as a shared sense of belonging that is experienced in everyday life. We need to promote
a European identity that complements and integrates national identities, becoming a source of
pride and common recognition. This European sentiment should not erase local and national
roots, but rather overcome nationalist isolationism and selfishness, transforming Europe into a
common homeland, capable of valuing differences while offering a unified home to all its citizens.
It is essential that young people develop a greater awareness of the tragedies and divisions that
nationalism has produced in the last century, generating wars, violence and conflicts that have
deeply marked the continent. Only through historical memory and critical knowledge can we avoid
repeating such mistakes, understanding that European cooperation and integration are a positive
response to those destructive tendencies.

The construction of a European identity therefore requires not only the strengthening of a sense
of belonging, but also the development of a common civic consciousness. It is necessary to
educate citizens who recognise themselves as active members of a European community, with its
own public opinion and transnational democratic debate. This community is based on shared
values that represent the foundations of the European project: peace, which has been guaranteed
among Member States for almost 80 years, but also a common culture which, despite its diversity,
has deep roots in philosophy, literature, the arts and music, traditions capable of uniting peoples
beyond language barriers.
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These values are enshrined in the Treaties of the European Union and in the Charter of
Fundamental Rights, which place human dignity, freedom, democracy, equality, non-
discrimination, respect for human rights, the rule of law, justice, solidarity, pluralism and tolerance
at the heart of the Union. All these elements constitute the pillars of a European identity and
reinforce the legitimacy of the Union as a democratic and inclusive space.

In order to be recognised as a political and cultural community, Europe must also propose
economic models that are compatible with liberal democracy and social cohesion. The forms of
capitalism practised on the continent should be geared not only towards efficiency and
competitiveness, but also towards respect for social rights and the protection of people, so as to
integrate economic growth with justice and equity.

From this perspective, European citizenship becomes much more than a formal status: it is a living
identity, built on common values, shared memory and active participation, capable of giving
European citizens not only rights and duties, but above all a sense of belonging to a political and
cultural community that recognises itself in the very concept of democracy.
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