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The European Referendum Challenge:
From French Revolution to European Integration

Facts, Views, and Prospects

Bruno Kaufmann

1. Introduction

On a nice summer day, anno domini 1793, the very þrst nationwide referendum took place 
ð this was in France, which at that time had an electorate of just six million male and non-
military citizens.  With a turnout of just 31 percent, nine out of ten voters said òyesó to 
the so-called òMontagnarde Constitution.ó  This Constitution included an optional legal 
referendum for one-tenth of the constitutive assemblies within 40 days after the decision 
in Parliament. However, in spite of the overwhelming òyesó by the citizens in the August 
4 vote, the Montagnarde Referendum was never enforced.  War, revolutionary terror, and 
þnally Napoleon Bonaparteõs dictatorship prevailed for the following decades.

Two hundred and ten years and 45 days later, another national referendum ð the most 
recent one ð took place in Latvia.  The people of this tiny republic on the Baltic Sea ð after 
long decades of foreign occupation and communist rule ð had to decide about their future.  
They clearly opted for membership in the European Union, as 72.5 percent of the eligible 
voters turned out and 67 percent voted òyes.ó  On May 1 next year, Latvia, together with 
nine other countries, will become a full member of the EU.

The Montagnarde constitutional referendum was the þrst, and the Latvian EU vote the 
1350th popular vote on an issue.  After a very slow and difþcult start, referendums have 
become a rather frequent tool for decision-making in democratic states.  Half of all national 
referendums have taken place since 1989 and far more than half of all referendums 
have taken place within Europe: 840 referendums in more than 50 countries ð with the 
Netherlands as the only exception.  But this Dutch speciality will soon be part of the past, 
as I will explain later. 

Europe is the world region with the most numerous and most varied Initiative & Referendum 
experiences.  It is the right place, in fact, for both empirical and qualitative analyses.  I will 
do both here in Taiwan, a country which may become the very þrst polity in this part of the 
world where direct democracy will balance indirect ways of decision-making.  After a þrst 
overview of the European I&R experience during more than two centuries, we will focus 
on two major integration processes, þrst the Swiss one in the eighteenth century, and then 
the European one since World War II.  Finally, we will stress the necessity of more quality 
in democratisation processes, as the design of democracy is decisive for the success of 
democratic politics. 
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