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Abstract:  

This thesis examines the Europeanisation of public spheres. According to the deliberative 

democratic theory, political decisions need to be based on public consideration. Similarly to the 

decision-making processes in the nation states, in order for the democracy to function also in the 

European Union, there is a need for a joint European public sphere where the peoples of Europe can 

discuss common issues of relevance and thereby contribute to the EU decision-making.  

 

Research conducted on the gradual Europeanisation of public spheres examines how politicisation 

of EU issues on the national levels contributes to cross-border communication, creation of joint 

communities of communication and a strengthening of collective European identity. Drawing on 

previous research in this field, this study highlights communication flows and discursive frames in 

the selected national media outlets and examines to what extent these discussions point to the 

emergence of a collective European identity strong enough to sustain mutualisation of debt and 

fiscal transfers, justifying ”solidarity among strangers” within the community.  

  

Through analysis of media coverage on the EU Recovery Fund – the political and politicised face of 

the 2020 coronavirus pandemic response on the EU level – this thesis examines to what extent the 

public spheres in Germany, France and Finland are Europeanised in these debates and whether it is 

possible to identify a joint community of communication pointing to a collective European identity. 

 

The theoretical framework of this study draws largely on Jürgen Habermas’s public sphere theory 

and its later developments (and criticisms) as well as on the growing body of literature on the 

gradual Europeanisation of national public spheres in the EU Member States. Contrary to the early 



 

   
 

studies on the European public sphere, later research points towards increasing politicisation of EU 

affairs in the national public spheres and the related strengthening of Europeanisation. No 

consensus, however, exists yet among researchers on whether these developments will lead to 

enhanced European identity and further integration or renationalisation and further rise of 

Euroscepticism. This thesis contributes to that discussion through a case study on the 

Europeanisation of national public spheres in relation to the discussion on the EU Recovery Fund in 

2020.   
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1. Introduction: Covid-19 pandemic and the EU 

The coronavirus pandemic that hit the Member States of the European Union in the spring 2020 

launched a three-fold crisis within the Union: starting out as a health crisis, the pandemic quickly 

turned into a major economic and social crisis and widely also a crisis of the legitimacy for the EU. 

Reflecting the EU competence areas and its long history as a platform for economic cooperation 

between the Member States, the joint response has also focused largely on economic measures. 

 

The EU has been blamed for lack of mutual solidarity already many times in the past, and during 

the ongoing coronavirus pandemic, the issue has gained salience in the Member States’ political 

arenas, where solidarity in the form of increased joint coordination has often been framed as key to 

legitimating the Union’s existence. Italy’s dire situation in March 2020 was a case in point, with 

countries like Russia and China initially profiling as closer partners than the EU Member States 

(Euractiv 23 March 2020).  A test to EU solidarity, the slow and cold reaction of many EU 

countries and the European Central Bank (ECB Press conference on 12 March 2020; FIIA 

Comment March 2020/7) left the Italians questioning the purpose of belonging to such a union. 

According to an opinion poll conducted by the Italian research institute Tecnè in mid-March 2020, 

88% of Italians believed that the European Union was not helping Italy in their fight against 

coronavirus and 67% considered that belonging to the EU was a disadvantage (European Parliament 

5 May 2020). The medical help and protective equipment delivered later by fellow EU Member 

States was considered by many Italians as ”too little too late”. On 16 April 2020, EU as whole 

”offered a heartfelt apology” to Italy in an official speech by the Commission President Ursula von 

der Leyen (European Commission 16 April 2020), but the damage had already been done in that 

trust in the Union had been eroded. As the crisis proceeded, the need for the EU to show that it 

could act in unison, support its members, and be a credible and meaningful player on the global 

scale became increasingly more pressing. The heated public discussion on what the EU-level joint 

measures should be culminated after months-long lockdown in the European Council first in-person 

Summit at the end of July  ̶   referred to by several media outlets as the EU’s historical ”moment of 

truth” in showing whether it could pull together and thereby legitimise its existence. 

 

Indeed, the coronavirus pandemic created a need for the EU to join forces, act decisively and 

undertake joint measures to fight especially the harsh impact the pandemic has had on national 

economies. However, the economic distress was not even across the EU Member States, and some 

countries were perceived to be more in need of help than others. How far does the responsibility for 

neighbouring countries extend and how much cross-border solidarity (e.g. in the form of joint fiscal 
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measures and redistribution of money across borders) is called for in this situation is a contested 

issue that gained major media visibility and growing political salience in many public spheres over 

the 2020 spring and summer. In various national and international media outlets recurrent phrases 

stressing the compelling need for the EU to act included the following: ”this is a historical moment 

for the EU”, ”exceptional times call for exceptional measures” and ”solidarity is now needed more 

than ever”. A key issue in this debate is role of the state in comparison to that of the EU, and 

important in this respect is who the ”we” is and who is ”the other”. The media’s role in setting and 

maintaining these boundaries is crucial. 

 

Different economic traditions in Europe 

The current public discussion on the limits of solidarity and liability between the EU member states 

can be seen to reflect the divergent economic traditions between Germany and France 

(Brunnermeier et al 2016). As Hacker and Koch (2017) point out, German and French economic 

models are based on historically and fundamentally different understandings of the role of the state 

and the individual economic actors. While the German tradition has stressed the rules and the 

responsibility of the individual economic actors to function independently within the general 

framework provided for by the state, the French tradition has focused on the active role of the state 

in macroeconomic and fiscal coordination, with state providing guidance for the individual 

economic actors and, when necessary, stimulating the economy with counter-cyclical measures. So, 

while the traditional German model focuses on rules, austerity and liability and a strict obeyance of 

the agreed rules, the traditional French model emphasizes discretion, solidarity and application of 

Keynesian (counter-cyclical) macroeconomic policies and stimulus. These traditions have also been 

reflected in the French and German approaches to the joint EU governance: in terms of the EU 

structures France has traditionally been advocating for a powerful EU Council dominated by the 

views of the Member States whereas Germany has supported a comparatively more equal sharing of 

powers between the Member States and the EU institutions such as the Commission or the 

European Central Bank (presupposing that they respect the mutually agreed rules).  

 

Also today, these two models can be seen reflected in the different understandings of European 

integration: the German rules-based and ”static” perspective in many cases clashes with the French 

open and ”dynamic” one (see also Brunnermeier et al 2016). This history of dualistic economic 

traditions or models played a major role in the EU-level solutions (that can also be called 

mechanisms of solidarity) created to solve the euro crisis and it also has had major implications on 

the current discussion on the possible ways how to economically ”reconstruct” Europe following 
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the deep plunge the national economies have taken. Themes such as joint liability, redistributive 

policies, conditionality and sovereignty have again come to the fore, when joint action on the part of 

EU has been called for. 

 

In the EMU structures, the German economic tradition has dominated since the beginning. This has 

been reflected most notably in the independent role given for the central bank, the strong focus on 

the maintenance of (price) stability, the strict economic and fiscal requirements especially 

concerning the levels of debt (no more than 60% of the GDP) and deficit (no more than 3% of the 

GDP) set for the Member States (”the Maastricht criteria”), and most notably, the rejection of joint 

liability forbidding the countries to bail each other out in case of a sovereign default, i.e. a country’s 

insolvency (”the no bailout rule”) (see e.g. Hacker and Koch 2017). While France and the southern 

countries called for more joint coordination (solidarity) between the members and a stronger 

ECOFIN Council (essentially the power of national governments) to counterbalance the central 

bank independence, Germany pushed through a rules-based no-bailout model that, in addition to the 

Maastricht rules for public debt and deficit, emphasized long-term stability and the individual 

Member States’ responsibility with ”putting their own house in order”. (Brunnermeier et al 

2016:97; see also also Fernandes & Rubio 2012). Especially important to Germany was the no-

bailout clause (Article 125 of TFEU) forbidding the countries to help each other in case they would 

run into difficulties with servicing their national debt: this article was to ensure that responsibility 

for repaying public debt would remain with each individual country. There would be no joint 

liability; each would be liable for their own actions and their own actions only. In short, one could 

say that the French model is better suited for managing a current crisis, while the Germans focus on 

avoiding a future crisis (Brunnermeier et al, 2016: 87). 

 

From the perspective of mutual solidarity, the model created for economic and monetary union 

contained no mechanisms or instruments in place suitable for helping countries in dire straits. In the 

German way of thinking, these kinds of mechanisms were deemed unnecessary: if everyone would 

keep their house in order, there would be no need for bailouts. At the same time, the French 

approached the issue from a different angle: the model created was seen as flexible and 

discretionary rather than as a set of rules set in stone, i.e. the Treaties and the attached Stability and 

Growth Pact (SGP) were seen open-ended, to be re-negotiated if need be (Brunnermeier et al, 

2016). 

 

In this context, joint economic and fiscal coordination can be seen as a form of mutual solidarity. 
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However, the narratives in different countries differ, reflecting the above-mentioned differences in 

economic traditions: for the southern countries, solidarity is linked to justification of the 

membership in the European Union (Why belong to an entity that does not help its members in 

need?), whereas the northern countries see that any joint action should be based on mutually 

respected rules and responsibilities. To put it shortly: the South thinks of solidarity where the North 

sees liability. Yet, advocates of both models share the understanding that the application of any 

joint solidarity mechanisms is closely linked to the issue of EU legitimacy. In stark contrast to the 

euro crisis, however, during the coronavirus crisis Germany’s (as the leading EU country in terms 

of economic power) change of course towards the acceptance of mutual debt on the EU level 

considerably affects power structures within the Member States and therefore also the joint 

decisions taken. Indeed, the EU Recovery Fund agreed on by the 27 EU Member States during the 

2020 July Summit represents a fundamental change of economic paradigm for Germany, reflected 

in the public debate across the EU public arenas. 

 

Lingering mistrust from the time of the euro crisis  

The current public debate on the need for coordinated cooperation and economic solidarity between 

the EU member states ”living under the same roof” shares many similarities with the public 

discussion during the crisis of the euro a decade ago, when a deep rift emerged between the ”frugal” 

northern states and the ”profligate” southern states. The euro crisis shook the very foundations of 

the EU perhaps more than any other event before and forced the Union to make fast reforms and 

create new joint instruments (of solidarity) such as the European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF) 

and the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) in order to keep the euro area from falling apart. 

Accentuating the existing structural differences between the Member States, the euro crisis 

significantly shattered the internal stability within the whole of the EU, eroded the citizens’ trust in 

its institutions, and created a major cleavage between the northern and southern Member States that 

divided European countries into two economically divergent groups or ”camps”. Hacker and Koch 

(2017) refer to these camps as the ”Stability Union Camp” and the ”Fiscal Union Camp”, reflecting 

their views on how best to organise economic coordination within the EU. 

 

During the euro crisis, it turned out that the northern states’ economic models were better suited to 

counter the risks incurred by unexpected economic shocks, while the southern states found 

themselves too tightly bound by the Maastricht Treaty’s and Stability and Growth Pact’s (SGP) 

strict rules that set the limits for indebtedness and budget deficits, without their traditional more 

flexible means to deal with shocks, such as currency devaluations (Schelkle 2015). In other words, 
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structural imbalances and current account asymmetries between the different Member States 

favoured the northern structures, concentrated the risks rather than diversifying them and played a 

major role in the euro crisis. Consequently, a major division line between northern and southern 

ideals of liability and solidarity emerged. Similarly, there was a deep rift between the understanding 

of state sovereignty versus supranational coordination, as well as between the need for austerity 

versus stimulus.  In this situation, and in accordance with the German way of thinking, the northern 

states (Stability Camp) required harsh austerity measures from the southern states (Fiscal Camp) 

like Greece and Spain. These measures were strongly based on the northern economic tradition and 

largely failed to take into account the different nature of macroeconomic and fiscal structures in the 

southern countries. The northern Stability Camp solution to the euro crisis was to stress the rules-

based system and stability further, emphasising individual countries’ responsibility, while the 

southern Fiscal Camp was calling for joint solutions, flexibility and solidarity, in accordance with 

their economic traditions.  

 

What was more, a mutual lack of trust made both sides increasingly look for a culprit: it was not 

rare for the northerners to blame the South for slack housekeeping while many southerners blamed 

the wealthy North for inflexibility, selfishness, and unfair treatment. There was a strong sense of a 

lack of solidarity in both camps: the North felt they had to pay for the poor housekeeping of the 

southern states while the South felt they were the victims of unjust austerity demands in what was 

essentially an unbalanced internal market: from the southern point of view the northern export-led 

industry and the banking sector with its loose lending to the southern states benefited more from the 

EU single market that the southern states’ economies based more on national consumption. In the 

end, the major cleavage formed between the North and the South made it difficult to formulate 

coordinated policy outcomes which in turn contributed to the rise of Euroscepticism in many states. 

The public discussion on the European economic governance was on both sides often distorted and 

one-sided, and in many cases in contradiction to facts. Thus, it can be argued that the clash between 

the German and French economic traditions both during the euro crisis and the coronavirus crisis 

can be seen as a continuum of a longer process or debate on what kind of Europe is needed and 

what the nature of European integration should be.  

 

After the euro crisis, European economic governance has been strengthened and supranational 

supervision increased, new joint solidarity instruments such as EFSF and ESM have been created, 

and a new set of European legislative measures introduced, aiming at strengthening the Stability 

and Growth Pact and the procedures to reduce public deficits and address macroeconomic 
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imbalances (”six-pack”) as well as to introduce additional coordination of Member States’ fiscal 

policies and surveillance of budgetary processes for all euro area members (”two-pack”) (e.g. 

Delivorias 2014). However, these rules-based measures proved massively insufficient to meet the 

needs of the EU Member States in the face of the economic consequences of the coronavirus crisis 

in 2020, and more solidarity in the form of coordinated economic action was widely called for (see 

eg, Eurobarometer 2020).  

 

To sum up, it is important to understand the major implications the EU’s economic history has on 

the current public debate on the possible ways how to economically ”reconstruct” Europe following 

the deep plunge the national economies have taken due to the coronavirus pandemic. Despite the 

fact that this time the shock was symmetric in the sense that the pandemic affected all EU Member 

States and the crisis was not the result of prior actions (or lack thereof) of individual countries, a 

”blame game” similar to the discussion during the euro crisis has emerged, with some calling for 

(economic) solidarity, coordinated fiscal action and easing of joint rules and regulations while 

others have demanded for rigorous abidance by the previously agreed rules and the focus on 

liability and strict conditionality especially regarding the redistribution of joint money. The 

politicisation of the issue has raised feelings of discontent and alienation from the common project 

across the EU Member States and contributed to the rise of voices critical to European integration 

and the legitimacy of the Union. 

 

2. EU Recovery Fund as the EU’s joint economic response to the coronavirus crisis 

Following the initial national protectionism and blatant lack of solidarity with other Member States 

(especially towards Italy), the EU saw a need to urgently form a joint strategy to fight the 

consequences of the coronavirus together, emphasizing the strong interconnectedness and 

integration of the Union. The fact that the response measures mainly are economic can be seen to 

reflect the EU competence areas: while the EU has limited competences in issues such as health 

care, economic cooperation is more advanced (TFEU). Indeed, despite the initially slow 

coordinated response, the EU later turned out to be a major actor when dealing with the economic 

impact of the crisis. However, the difficult negotiations on the €750 billion joint Recovery Fund 

again revealed deep rifts between some Member States, with the media painting a picture of a group 

of isolated and quarrelsome countries mainly interested in their own national benefits. Especially 

contested has been the ratio of grants to loans in the composition of the fund, and the public 

narratives have placed a camp of ”frugal countries” opposite to a camp of countries willing to 

accept more redistributive measures, this time also joined by Germany. In the public debate, mutual 
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solidarity has in this context been framed both as a necessity for the union’s legitimacy as well as a 

form of top-down ”handouts”, ”gifts” or ”charity”, depending on who is speaking.  

 

In May 2020, an ambitious proposal was made for a massive joint EU Recovery Fund that would 

consist of not only loans but also grants to those EU countries that were hit the hardest 

(economically). Unprecedent in this proposal was the plan to borrow from the markets with mutual 

guarantees entailing joint liability for all Member States and the fact that some of the funds 

borrowed from the markets would be dealt out to the Member States in the form of grants that 

would not need to be paid back. The EU Commission promptly approved of the proposal, and the 

draft then formed the basis of what became extremely challenging negotiations between the top 

leaders of the EU Member States, meeting in person at the end of July for the first time since the 

beginning of the coronavirus pandemic. 

 

The marathon EU Summit held on the 17-21 July 2020 was the culmination of months-long debates 

on how the EU could jointly respond to the dire situation its Member States had found themselves 

in. By this stage, national governments had already implemented unprecedented measures, and on 

the European level the Schengen Rules as well as EU state aid regulations and the Stability and 

Growth Pact had been suspended, the ECB had implemented a variety of measures such as large-

scale quantitative easing and outright purchases, pumping enormous sums of money onto the 

financial markets, and the European Stability Mechanism (ESM) had been mobilised. However, as 

the crisis proceeded, it became clear that even these large-scale measures were not considered 

enough – not economically, but especially not politically. This was reflected in the results of 

opinion polls such as the Eurobarometer 2020 as well as in the public discussion in various 

European public spheres, with increasingly more calls for stronger EU solidarity including fiscal 

transfers, joint liability and a mutualisation of debt, to support the weaker among the EU Member 

State economies.  

 

The stakes in the Summit negotiations were high: without a joint agreement, the future of the Single 

Market and, indeed, the entire legitimacy of the EU were seen to be at a grave risk. Furthermore, 

with a growing number of citizens’ voices questioning the need to belong to a Union that did not 

help its members in times of crisis, the EU heads of state and government worried about the rise of 

Euroscepticism causing instability within the Union that might potentially also erode its status as a 

global player. However, the picture painted by the media of the negotiations was largely that of a 

group of contentious countries each first and foremost looking after their own interests and 
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engaging in shameless horse-trading to reach a nationally acceptable deal. Yet, in many of the 

stories on the Summit told by the media, in the end solidarity within the EU prevailed and the 

reluctant countries, called ”the frugals” by the media, were compensated for their losses by means 

of rebates, which are effectively discounts on their annual EU budget contributions, often depicted 

by the media as ”EU membership fees”. 

 

The difficult compromise made at the end of these days-long Summit negotiations was unlike any 

before in the history of the Union. Consisting of the multiannual financial framework (MFF), the 

EU’s seven-year budget of almost €1,1 trillion, and the €750 billion Recovery Fund, the agreed 

recovery package was planned to alleviate the worst economic recession in the EU history caused 

by the coronavirus pandemic. 

  

Tied to the EU’s seven-year budget, the agreed EU Recovery Fund will consist of €360bn in loans 

and €390bn in non-repayable grants. What is more, the funds are to be borrowed from the capital 

markets by the EU Commission and the debt be mutually guaranteed by the Member States, 

entailing a step towards fiscal integration. Moreover, in order to repay the mutual debt, the EU 

Commission is granted the power to collect EU level taxes (such as non-recyclable plastic tax and a 

digital levy) that are to form a part of EU’s own new resources. Another complicating fact is that 

the stimulus package includes a new rule of law mechanism meant to allow for the suspension of 

EU funds in case of mishandling European money or breaching core EU values (the ”rule of law 

conditionality”). Also, the decisions related to the use of EU own resources are to be taken 

unanimously by the Member States, and reaching a compromise on the implementation of the 

Recovery Fund has later proven challenging. Parliaments in all EU Member States need to give 

their consent to the package, and at the time of writing of this thesis, this process is still pending.  

 

The financial rescue package with its redistributive features has been seen by many as the final step 

in the economic integration process towards a full-blown fiscal/transfer/debt union with joint risk-

sharing also in the future. At the same time, others see the package as a temporary aid providing 

only one-time help for those in distress in the current crisis. These differing temporal perspectives 

can largely be seen to reflect the divergent economic traditions between the North and the South 

discussed above: where the traditional French approach seeks stimulus, flexibility and solidarity, the 

traditional German approach focuses on stability, austerity and liability and sees risks of a possible 

moral hazard (too) lenient transfer mechanisms might lead into. After all, the economic solidarity 
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mechanisms agreed upon in the 2020 Summit to help the countries at their hour of great need could 

run the risk of turning into a major burden on the budgets of the future. 

 

The European public discussion on the EU Recovery Fund in 2020 has had many similar features as 

the debate in the public spheres at the time of the euro crisis, and the media coverage again suggests 

persisting deep rifts and a mutual lack of trust between the Member States. This time round, though, 

Germany has changed its course regarding the concept of mutual debt. For the first time in the 

history of the EU, the Union will provide grant aid to its Member States, which crucially will be 

borrowed on markets collectively, and quite unlike ever in the past, Germany now supports this 

approach which effectively denotes a form of debt union. Despite the fact that the EU Council 

unanimously decided in July that the EU Commission could be granted exceptional powers to 

borrow from the markets and distribute the accrued money to the Member States in the form of 

loans and grants as part of the EU rescue package, the legitimacy (legal basis) and the temporality 

of this decision (one-off or permanent) as well as the new approach to (mutual) debt have been 

hotly debated and questioned in the public discussion.  

 

2.1. Main lines of contestation in the public discussion 

The main division lines in the debate on the EU-level joint response to the coronavirus crisis in 

many cases reflect the argumentation in the times of the euro crisis: the European public sphere 

again juxtaposes rules versus flexibility, liability versus solidarity and austerity versus stimulus. 

Again, the discussion also revolves around the key question of what kind of Europe do we want. 

 

While the majority of leading European legal experts (after thorough reflections and debates) now 

agree that the Recovery Fund and the mutualisation of debt it entails are not in violation of the EU 

Treaties, the issue remains open to some interpretation, in the same way as any form of legislation 

can be interpreted by a competent court. European and national contestation over these issues is 

therefore still very much possible, and especially extreme right and populist parties across Europe 

have already utilised this debate to forward their agendas. Thus, while a legal consensus on the 

Recovery Fund might have largely been reached within the Union, a political one is still very much 

pending. Comparison of the frames used within a national public sphere, for example in Finland, 

would make for an interesting topic of further research. 

 

In July, the Summit negotiations rather quickly proceeded from the question ”is mutual debt legal 

for the EU” to the issue ”how much conditionality should there be, how much of the money should 
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be paid back later and how much be handed out as grants instead of loans”. This has been one of the 

key issues debated in the public spheres. The debate on the ratio of grants versus loans in the 

composition of the Fund can be seen stemming especially from the different understandings of the 

nature of and need for joint fiscal coordination (mutual solidarity), which again puts an approach 

based on rules and austerity against a flexible and fiscal-oriented one. Indeed, reflecting the French 

economic tradition discussed above, France and other Mediterranean Member States see the 

introduction of redistributive policies in the form of grants as a natural (and even necessary) step in 

the ever-deepening integration process, reflecting the dynamic and essentially flexible nature of EU 

cooperation (Fiscal Union Camp). At the same time, the northern ”frugal” countries reluctance to 

agree to a move towards what they see as a ”debt union” or a ”transfer union” reflects the German 

tradition focused on previously agreed framework of rules and the responsibility of each 

independent regional actor for keeping their own house in order (Stability Camp). Looking back, 

many of the Stability Camp countries see badly managed southern economies and ignoring of 

mutually agreed rules. At the same time, many of the Fiscal Camp countries look ahead, calling for 

flexible measures that would help in the current crisis. In terms of public discussion, however, it can 

be argued that also in this case advocates of both perspectives fundamentally are discussing the 

same themes: What kind of EU do we want? What should the future of EU look like? What is the 

added value of supranational cooperation?  

 

Perhaps in light of the not so successful experiences from the times of the euro crisis, however, this 

time no strict conditionality was attached to the Member States’ structural reforms (so-called 

austerity); a condition imposed on the southern states by the EU during the euro crisis that 

especially Greece considered a gross violation of its state sovereignty and democracy. Instead, this 

time it was decided that EU Commission would supervise the national usage of EU money (loans or 

grants) distributed within the framework of the Recovery Fund, but it would be done ex-ante: each 

Member State needs to present the EU with a detailed national plan on how the funds are going to 

be used within the country. Funds (borrowed mutually from the markets) are to be allocated to the 

Member States according to certain mutually agreed criteria focussing largely on areas such as 

green transition and digital issues supporting modernisation in the Member States, and the countries 

need to be able to proof that the money will go to sustainable projects approved on the EU level.  

 

Finally, as the EU Council Summit in July decided to tie the Fund to the EU’s own resources and 

the EU seven-year budget, it also tied its implementation strictly to one of the core EU values: 

respect for the Rule of Law.  However, the wordings of the final conclusions of the EU Summit on 
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21 July were vague and left quite some room for national interpretation, and some critics argue that 

they fall short of what is required to prevent countries such as Hungary and Poland systemically 

undermining the rule of law. (see e.g. Börzel 2020). European public discussion around this topic 

points to the fact that in some Member States a line is drawn between ”common EU values” and 

Europe’s future from a purely economic perspective, undermining collective identity-building or a 

”feeling of being in the same boat”. 

 

The rule of law is enshrined in Article 2 of the Treaty on European Union. Under the rule of law, all 

public powers must always act within the boundaries set out by law, in accordance with the values 

of democracy and fundamental rights, and under the control of independent and impartial courts 

(EU 2020 Rule of Law Report). As one of the key principles of the EU, any threats to the rule of 

law challenge the very foundation of the Union. This is reflected also in the wide support of the 

principle within the EU citizenry. According to the autumn 2020 Eurobarometer, over three quarters 

of the citizens of the Member States (77%) supported either fully or to a large extent the claim that 

the usage of EU own resources should be conditional to the respect of the rule of law and 

democratic values within the Member States (2020 Eurobarometer). In the context of the discussion 

on the Recovery Fund’s conditionality, however, it seems that the so-called net contributor 

countries (such as the ”frugals”) approach to the rule of law conditionality stem not only from EU 

value-based ideology but also (and perhaps in many cases even more so?) from public concern over 

possible misuse of joint money and corruption in relation the distribution process. Thus, in addition 

to the concern over breaking of key values, public discussion seems to revolve equally around 

themes such as who pays most in and who gets what back.  All in all, the issue has become highly 

politicised in the Member States.  

 

The Recovery Fund can, however, be regarded as an unprecedented mechanism of (economic) 

solidarity within the European Union and a further step down the integration path. At the same time, 

it can be also argued to reflect not only altruistic caring for the weaker but also ”enlightened self-

interest” of countries supporting rational fiscal policies that ultimately will benefit all Member 

States. Mutual solidarity (or lack thereof) has been discussed in the European media during the 

previous crises, and the topic has now risen to the European public spheres with renewed salience, 

in relation to ponderings on the future of EU. A simple search on major pan-European online media 

outlets for word ”solidarity” together with ”Covid 19” and ”EU” produces hundreds of results (e.g. 

260 hits on Politico.eu and 221 on Euractiv, on the timeframe between March and July 2020). 
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However, it is noteworthy that the concept is ambiguous and elusive and has been used in different 

contexts in different media and for very different political purposes.  

 

Over the long run, the EU Recovery Fund is likely to have more importance politically than 

economically. In its current form it only represents some 0,5% of the combined GDP of the Union 

and the sum is divided over several years. Moreover, the Fund’s loan facility may not even be used 

fully as the countries have access also to other (sometimes more) favourable forms of lending. The 

fact that the funding is tied to the seven-year budget complicates things considerably, though, and 

the political implications may indeed be considerable. Arguably, the EU solidarity measures in the 

form of alleviations made to the application of the Stability and Growth Pact (most notably the debt 

and deficit rules and the European Semester) and the EU competition policy (leading to growing 

national protectionism) in order to give the Member States more macroeconomic leeway in the 

crisis have much wider and deeper consequences to the European economic governance and the 

balance between the Member States economies and the functioning of the Single Market than the 

Recovery Fund, yet the discussion on the public arenas is very much focused on the latter. Could 

the EU still be more about cold economy and calculations of net benefits than ideologies and 

common values binding the people together in a value community?  How the Recovery Fund and 

the EU’s planned or agreed joint measures are framed by the media has major implications on 

national politics (Europeanisation), the perceived legitimacy of the EU and the future of the Union. 

 

To sum up, the EU’s debated role in the fight against the virus and the related economic crisis will 

have a major bearing on the future of the Union: will the Member States lean more towards 

nationalist self-determination than collective solidarity? Many of the arguments used in this public 

discussion are based on collective identity and mutual solidarity (or burden-sharing/liability-

sharing/mutual responsibility), used to legitimize (or question) decisions to relinquish national 

sovereignty in favour of more supranational solutions. 

 

This thesis explores how a community of communication evolves around these themes in Europe, 

particularly in the public discussion on the joint Recovery Fund. Through analysis of public debate 

in German, French and Finnish media as well as in some selected pan-European media outlets, the 

study identifies discursive frames and communication flows and highlights quotes and arguments 

used in the different public spheres (Öffentlichkeit) to legitimise or question joint EU actions – 

mechanisms of solidarity. More specifically, identifying what kind of European publicity the 

national news on the EU Recovery Fund (the political face of the crisis response on the EU level) 
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construct, the thesis explores to what extent it is possible to talk about a truly transnational public 

sphere instead of rather only a collection of separate national public spheres. The aim is to identify 

similarities in discursive frames and meaning structures and simultaneous discussion of the same 

issues of relevance in different national public spheres pointing to the emergence of a transnational 

community of communication and the possible construction of a collective European identity. The 

approach is comparative: news coverage of selected media outlets in Germany, France and Finland 

are examined, with the aim of showing how and to what extent the national public spheres differ 

from one another and what kind of power structures are at play there. The study highlights what 

kind of visibility different actors have in the European public sphere: who has the power to speak, 

whose voice is heard and who is silenced? Finally, examining to what extent the results point to a 

sufficiently open public discussion and equal access to information of the EU citizenry as required 

by normative democratic theories, the key underlying question is whether it is possible to talk in 

this context about a truly European public sphere. 

 

This thesis has relevance in that it will contribute to that discussion by shedding light on how the 

EU Recovery Fund – the politicised face of the EU level corona crisis response – has been debated, 

contested and justified in different public spheres in Europe in the context of the (still) complicated 

north-south division, the rise of Euroscepticism and the legitimacy of the common EU project. 

 

 2.2. Aim of research and research questions 

Based on the above, this thesis asks the following research questions: 

 - How has the EU Recovery Fund been framed and interpreted in the European media? 

 - In this context, how is European publicity constructed: can we talk about a truly European public 

sphere or rather a collection of individual national public spheres? 

 

From these, also the following sub-question emerges: 

 -  How does the current discussion relate to EU legitimacy? Will the framing of European 

solidarity (or lack thereof) point to more community-building and deepening integration or growing 

re-nationalisation in the future? 

 

3. European publicity: Theoretical and conceptual framework 

This section discusses the theoretical and conceptual basis of this thesis: the relationship between 

publicity and democracy and the Europeanisation of public spheres. Drawing on the public sphere 

theory, also theories of social (group) identity and (state) solidarity will be briefly addressed. Key 
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concepts of public sphere, Europeanisation, politicisation and Euroscepticism will also be defined. 

Also, it is to be noted here that for the practical purposes and as the EU is the key supranational 

polity in Europe, in this thesis the terms ”EU” and ”Europe/European” are used more or less 

interchangeably. 

 

The underlying epistemological approach of this thesis is constructivist. Constructivism supposes 

that relations are socially constructed and meaning and knowledge created through social 

interactions of a group.  According to Wendt (1999: 1), constructivism has two main features: ”the 

structures of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas rather than material 

forces, and the identities and interests of purposive actors are constructed by these shared ideas 

rather than given by nature”. From this perspective, culture and identity play a major role also in 

political life and public discourse. In this thesis, the social constructivist approach is connected to 

Habermas’ theory of public sphere and communicative action. 

 

3.1. Democracy and publicity 

Democracy and publicity and closely intertwined. Publicity plays a major role in providing 

information for citizens and thereby ensuring that democracy functions. Indeed, publicity enables 

freedom of speech and access to information that are key cornerstones of democracy. Moreover, 

public sphere is the arena where democratic decision-making takes place. Publicity is a two-way 

process: the public sphere delivers information from the decision-makers to the citizens and 

transmits views and opinions of citizens to the powers to be. In practice, publicity is to a large 

extent enabled by the mass media. However, the role of media is dependent on what is meant by the 

notion of democracy. 

 

Held (2006) identifies various types of democracy ranging from the Aristotelian ideal of direct 

democracy between free men discussing issues of common interest to the present-day cosmopolitan 

democracy with its strongly transnational dimension. Over time, different democratic models have 

always reflected the societies of their time but central to all models have been the ideas of equality 

between citizens, respect for law and order, and freedom. Gradually developed also the idea of the 

”common good” within the state/polity.  

 

Of the different models of democracy, especially pertinent to this thesis with its focus on the 

Europeanisation of national public spheres is deliberative democracy. Deliberative democracy is a 

school of thought in political theory that claims that political decisions should be the product of fair 
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and reasonable discussion and debate among citizens (Eagan 2016). In deliberative democracy, key 

concepts are open access for everyone, equality and discussion based on rational arguments, as it is 

through reasoning rather than political power that the public or ”common good” is secured.  In 

contrast to the models of direct or representative democracies, in deliberative democracy power is 

transferred closer to the electorates: public opinion and public pressure feed into policy decisions. 

In this approach the public sphere should be accessible and open to all those affected by the 

decisions, as it is via public discussion that political decisions are legitimized. The key idea is that 

only decisions that are based on open discussion and public opinion formation can enjoy citizens’ 

trust and thereby be binding (Held 2006). 

 

Especially when extending beyond national boundaries, deliberative democracy may work better 

than purely representational democracy, or rather, deliberation may bring added value to the basic 

elements of liberal electoral definitions of democracy (Dryzek 2009). In order for the deliberative 

democracy to work and the discursive engagement to have an impact, a shared communicative 

space and a public sphere is needed. This connects with Jürgen Habermas’s (1964) classic theory of 

public sphere and the role of media as a facilitator of democracy, which will be discussed in more 

detail below. Furthermore, deliberative democracy draws on the idea that publicity consists of 

different circles that interact with each other and that issues of relevance to public discussion may 

be brought from one circle to another. This is also in line with the more recent theorisations of 

European public sphere, according to which European publicity is created in different national 

public spheres interacting with each other (Risse 2015). 

 

The European Union has often been alleged of an institutional ”democratic deficit”. This claim is 

based especially on the weak role of the European Parliament relative to the executive branch 

formed by the Commission, the relatively low voter turnout in the European elections and the lack 

of European wide media reaching all citizens. However, while formal apparatuses of representative 

democracy in the EU can be argued to be weak, public opinion may still have a considerable effect 

on policy decisions via discursive engagement in a deliberative forum (see eg. Koopmans 2015). 

The discursive effect of the public opinion can be seen in practice for example in the planned 

composition of the EU Recovery Fund that has a strong focus on the so-called ”green transition”: 

according to opinion polls such as Eurobarometers, environmental issues are important to the vast 

majority voters in the EU Member States (e.g. Eurobarometer 2019: ”93% of EU citizens see 

climate change as a serious problem”), and an awareness of this has highly likely played a role in 

the EU policy decisions. However, for the discursive power to have an effect on a transnational 
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scale, there are obvious challenges related to people’s access to information and a shared 

communicative space: in order for citizens to formulate informed opinions and policy stances, they 

need sufficient access to information and experts and enough time for reflection. It is questionable 

whether either of these criteria were fulfilled to a sufficient degree during the 2020 Recovery Fund 

debate and decision-making process. Unless democracy can offer sufficient forms of participation 

for the citizens, there can, in terms of normative deliberative democracy, only be a ”public sphere 

light” (Fishkin et al 2014). 

 

3.2. The Public Sphere: the Habermasian tradition 

The concept of political public sphere is aimed at explaining communication flows and contributing 

to the normative political theory of democracy. It requires that certain basic elements are fulfilled if 

it is to be understood as the arena for public opinion formation that is a key element of democratic 

societies. These key elements include citizenry, media and a politically accountable government. 

Several academics have formulated definitions for the concept. For example, following Neidhardt, 

Thomas Risse (2015: 6) defines a public sphere as ”an open forum of communication for everybody 

who wants to say something of listen to what other speakers have to say”. Silke Adam (2015) 

details also the specific role of media, defining public sphere as ”the link between politicians and 

citizens, which can be strengthened by the media”. 

 

To be sure, media outlets play an important role in the process by ”giving a voice” to certain 

speakers and ”framing” the issues discussed so that the concepts are mutually understandable by the 

participants and a meaningful debate therefore possible (Risse 2015). Moreover, media system 

organises public opinion so that political life can deal with it (Hallin and Mancini 2004:77). The 

media and politics are closely intertwined in the public sphere, where the media provides a public 

platform for political ideas and opinions to mediate from the elite level to the public and vice versa. 

Indeed, a public sphere is a precondition for a functioning democracy: In enabling people to be 

heard, a joint communicational infrastructure makes public opinion a political force and those in 

power accountable for their actions. 

 

The concept of the public sphere was originally formulated by a German philosopher and 

sociologist Jürgen Habermas already in 1964. According to Habermas, a public sphere is ”a public 

political space which enables citizens to take positions at the same time on the same topics of the 

same relevance” (Habermas 1964). Habermas further specifies the public sphere as the space 

between private and public enabling public opinion-formation. In the context of democratic 
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theories, Habermas maintains that a public sphere is an ideal space for discussion of issues of 

common concern as the concept of publicity is closely connected to the freedom of speech and the 

publicity principle, the openness of public administration and the accessibility of information 

(Habermas 1989). Habermas’s public sphere theory draws on the concept of deliberative 

democracy, which has a strong focus on communication. 

 

Habermas’s classical definition of the public sphere assumes a bounded political community of a 

territorial state with public officials that are accountable to the citizens (a ”demos”), who as full 

members of the political public participate in the public discussion, made visible especially by the 

(mass) media (flow of communicative power from civil society to the state) (Habermas 1989; also 

discussed by Risse 2015).  In other words, Habermas (1964) saw the public sphere as the space 

connecting the state with the public where societal action can take root. In this context, citizen 

participation is crucial and rational argumentation may be ensured by equal and open access to the 

public sphere for all the people. Moreover, Habermas (ibid) states that in an ideal discursive 

situation, discussion is based on equal access to sufficient information and on the supremacy of ”the 

best argument”. Also important in this context is that perspectives of the other party are taken into 

consideration, with the aim of understanding what kind of joint action is called for.  

 

Habermas’s original definition of the public sphere was based on the idea of a (nation) state as a 

sovereign power and a citizenry whose voice is heard by that sovereign power within its defined 

closed borders. Today, the definition has obvious limitations in the increasingly globalising world, 

where interests and challenges are spilling over the borders of the nation state. Indeed, Habermas 

(2001) himself has also later addressed this issue and has strongly criticised the EU for its 

”democratic deficit” caused by the lack of transparency and accountability and meagre civic 

participation in the decision-making. According to Habermas, it is precisely this lack of proper 

European-wide civic society that halters the creation of a sense of political inclusion and thereby 

also a sense of joint public sphere and solidarity among its citizens. Democracy depends on the 

public sphere. The public sphere allows for people to make informed decisions about issues of 

common interest and provides a joint arena for political debate and contestation. It also creates a 

transfer mechanism between public opinion and political decision-making.  The media plays a 

major role in maintaining and fostering democracy, as it has the power to decide which issues are 

worth discussing in public, who gets a voice and who is silenced (Risse 2015). 
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The form and functioning of a public sphere can be assessed through different criteria, but the 

problem with many of the definitions is that they are too narrow and do not include all the actors on 

the arena, especially in today’s transnational or multilateral decision-making processes (for wider 

discussion, see e.g. Herkman 2009, Fraser 1992, Fraser 2007, or Eriksen 2004). At the same time it 

is clear that also the discussion on the EU’s ”democratic deficit” is closely linked to the concept of 

the public sphere: if citizens do not share the same public arena, they will talk past each other rather 

than with each other.  

 

Later criticism and developments of Jürgen Habermas’s public sphere theory 

Indeed, the existing definitions of a public sphere based on Habermas’s original theory of public 

spheres often seem to fail especially in addressing wholly the more challenging concept of a 

transnational public sphere, and the theory has later been criticised and built upon by several 

authors, also by Habermas himself (e.g. Habermas 2006). Discussing one of the key problems in 

sociology, Habermas (2006: 76) asks how much ”solidarity among strangers” do Europe and the 

EU need in times of crisis.  The key question in this regard is how far beyond the borders of the 

nation-state do collective identity or mutual solidarity reach. Are the issues discussed in the various 

national public spheres in Europe portrayed and seen as issues of common concern, affecting ”us 

Europeans” and do they provide equal access for everyone to participate? 

 

Similarly, building on Habermas’s baseline Westphalian theory of the public sphere – and 

criticising it –. Nancy Fraser (2007) points out that different public spheres have not provided equal 

access for all actors, but have rather always been selective.  This has been evident in different 

democratic societies starting from the Aristotelian elite consisting of free men to today’s Western 

societies where neither all citizens within a nation (e.g. various minorities) nor all states on the 

multilateral arenas have the same voice that would carry the same weight. In the European context, 

Fraser argues that the concept of the public sphere needs to be taken outside of the narrow borders 

of the nation state, taking into account the growing salience of globalisation and the increasing 

transnational flows of communication connected to it. Fraser (2007) argues that the traditional 

Habermasian concept falls short of providing tools for assessing the normative legitimacy and 

political efficacy of public opinion within the wider European public sphere consisting of not just 

one but several publics. Fraser (1992) also maintains that instead of the public sphere, one publicity, 

we should talk about several public spheres that are intertwined and connected via many ties, and in 

today’s complex societies, a true and critical discussion is only possible if one accepts the existence 
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of multiple public spheres. 

 

Another critic of the narrow Habermasian concept of public sphere in the global era, Craig Calhoun 

(2002) discusses concepts of solidarity and collective identity on a transnational sphere. Calhoun 

maintains that also in a wider transnational context, the key questions are the same: which 

community people feel they belong to, who is ”Us” and who is ”Them”, and most importantly, 

where the limits of solidarity are drawn. In his study of citizenship and collective identity, Jürgen 

Habermas (1992: 6-13) had formulated a concept of ”constitutional patriotism”, according to which 

a collective identity and a feeling of belonging are based on common values, political rights and 

laws instead of ethnicity, common language or nationalism. Drawing on this concept, Calhoun 

(2002) paints a wider and more fragmentary picture where a number of different public spheres 

connect to states, international organisations and the global society. Indeed, many public issues 

today cross the borders of the nation state (e.g. climate change, environmental issues, migration, 

various economic and financial networks), and there is a need to address them on a transnational 

sphere. 

 

In order to be able to identify with a community and develop a feeling of who the ”we” are, people 

need social imagination. Benedict Anderson (1983; 2002) conceptualised this through a notion of 

”imagined community”, originally developed for analysis of nationalism in a nation state but 

applicable also to other kinds of modern societies. Anderson’s theory is based on the idea that 

emotions and identity play a major role in forming nations and national communities that create 

culture, art, music, literature etc.  Anderson depicts a nation as a socially constructed community 

based on emotion and imagined by the people who identify themselves as belonging to that group. 

Anderson argues that, in contrast to traditional small village communities, all modern societies are 

”imagined” in that they are formed by groups of people so large that its members do not know each 

other personally. Therefore, people need imagination to identify with the community and to feel 

belonging. Nation states and national cultures construct and foster identities by means of common 

emotive symbols such as flags of anthems as well as master narratives linking the past to the 

present, with the aim of strengthening people’s feeling of belonging. According to Anderson (ibid), 

the members of the group are bound together by a mutual understanding of being part of that group, 

within which they are willing to engage in activities aimed at common good for all its members. 

Importantly, the media has a lot of influence in constructing and maintaining imagined communities 

by means of narratives and stories that include some and exclude others. Communication and the 

media play a major role in how people attach themselves to a democratic polity. Thus, the public 
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sphere created by the media has considerable power in constructing the boundaries of the sphere the 

citizens feel they are operating in, fostering group identities and supporting (or undermining) 

feelings of belonging and solidarity. Here, again, key questions are who is the ”We” and who is 

”The Other”? In this regard, the European Union is also an ”imagined community”. It may be that 

not many citizens have strong feelings for the EU flag or anthem, but opinion polls such as 

Eurobarometer have repeatedly shown that there currently is a sense of belonging to the EU 

amongst the citizens, based on the master narrative of peace and prosperity within the boundaries of 

an ”ever closer union”. 

 

Finally, despite all the criticism towards Habermas’s original normative ideal of a public sphere, it 

is important to note that also today, and also on the multilateral level, Habermas’s basic key ideals 

of equal access to the public sphere and information, thorough discussion with the aim of 

understanding also the other parties’ perspective, rational argumentation and a public sphere that is 

sufficiently united and inclusive are still valid goals in ensuring public opinion formation, political 

efficacy and a meaningful political action in a democracy. 

 

3.3. The Europeanisation of public spheres 

Based on Jürgen Habermas’s public sphere theory, the early discussion on the European public 

sphere largely focussed on the claims on the EU’s democratic deficit. This earlier research mainly 

took a normative stance and argued that the emergence of truly pan-European public sphere was 

impossible due to a lack of common language and joint media infrastructure (e.g. Grimm 1995; 

Schlesinger 1995). From the 2000s onwards, however, there has been a growing interest in 

examining the Europeanisation of public spheres from a more national and descriptive perspective, 

and today, most scholars agree that it is possible to talk about a European Public Sphere created by 

the process Europeanisation  (i.e. the increasing salience of European issues on the national level) in 

parallel national public spheres (e.g. Gerhards et al 2009; Risse 2010 and 2015; Adam 2015; 

Habermas 2006; Fraser 2007; Pfetsch & Heft 2015; Drewski 2015). This later research draws on the 

idea that the Europeanisation of public spheres takes place in different national arenas, where the 

same issues of similar relevance are discussed at the same point in time in different national public 

spheres (Risse 2015). Many studies in this field have focussed especially on the key moments in the 

EU integration process, often initiated by a crisis (see e.g. Koopmans & Erde 2004; Koopmans 

2015; Trenz 2006; Risse 2015, Kantner 2015; de Vreese et al 2011; Kratochvil & Sychra 2019; 

Bijsmans 2020).  
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Normative democratic theory that formed the basis of Habermas’s original work on public sphere 

suggests that a functioning community of communication enabling political debate is a precondition 

for the emergence of a democratic polity. Moreover, as contestation is a normal part of any 

democracy, ideally there would be no difference between a national democracy and a transnational 

one. In the EU, a polity comes into being essentially through the Europeanisation of public spheres 

where European issues are contested and debated. Rejecting the traditional view that Europeans 

lack a sense of community and collective identity, e.g. Risse (2015) claims it is precisely the 

intensifying politicisation and contestation of European issues that binds the peoples in different EU 

countries together and contributes to the emergence of collective European identities.  

 

Europe as a public issue 

It is especially the ”history-making decisions” in the EU culminating in the top-level European 

summits that have attracted major media attention and made Europe a public issue, debated and 

contested simultaneously across the EU Member States (cf. below the concept of politicisation). 

Among these historical debates and ”big events” receiving major media attention on the European 

scale – the Europeanisation of national public spheres –  have been, for example, the introduction of 

the Euro (de Vreese et al., 2001; Drevski 2015) and the Nice Summit that failed to ratify the 

Constitutional Treaty (Fossum & Trenz 2006; Oberhuber et al 2005), where the deepening of the 

EU has been discussed and contested. Similarly, the meaning of core EU values and EU legitimacy 

have been debated in the European transnational sphere in relation to the controversy related to 

EU’s sanctions on Austria following Jörg Haider’s election win in 2000 (Van de Steeg 2005; 2006), 

the public discussion on the EU Commission corruption scandal in German and Spanish national 

media (Trenz 2000), or the transnational debate during the euro crisis (Kratochvil & Sychra 2019). 

These studies point to similar frames and meaning structures in different media outlets across the 

Member States, creating a European public sphere. A crucially important factor here is that citizens 

in different countries are participating in the same discussion at the same time, with a shared 

understanding of the debated themes or frames.  

 

The results of these studies show how common EU issues have triggered transnational debates on 

the significance and legitimacy of the EU as a political entity and the meaning of common 

European values, and they point to the emergence of a strengthening collective identity and more 

demos in a European-wide public sphere. For example, the results of the above-mentioned study of 

the Haider debate (Van de Steeg 2005) suggest that the media framed far-right Haider’s election 

win as a European issue, where people of Europe discuss issues common to all Europeans. Stressing 



22 
 

   
 

collective European identity and EU as a value community, the media in different European 

countries portrayed Haider as the European negative ”other”, something that ”us Europeans” are 

not. At the same time, the importance of the EU legal base and the rule of law was stressed, even 

though the impossibility of interfering on a transnational scale with the domestic issues of a 

sovereign and democratic Member State was acknowledged.  

 

Often inspired by questions related to the deepening or widening integration, the above research in 

the field of Europeanisation of public spheres touches upon issues of collective identity and 

common values, linked to the polarisation of opinions and growing contestation. Especially the 

several crises the EU has faced in the past decade or so have increased the political issue salience of 

EU themes in the Member States, which has also resulted in the growing contestation of EU issues. 

A common denominator between the studies can be seen to be the EU constitutional process and 

questions such as: What kind of EU do we want? or What does the future of EU look like? 

Empirical research has strived to answer questions such as what is the added value of belonging to 

this community wider than the nation state, to what extent the Member States are willing to 

relinquish power to a more supranational actor, and how much ”solidarity among strangers” (cf. 

Habermas 2006) the Member States are willing to commit to.  As publicity is seen as a prerequisite 

for a functioning democracy, visibility of EU issues is important also in terms of legitimising the 

Union’s policies. Here, the legitimacy of the Union and questions of solidarity and identity get 

closely intertwined. 

 

In this regard, it is noteworthy that the many crisis the EU has witnessed have increased rather than 

decreased collective European identity. This is reflected clearly for example in the recent 

Eurobarometer opinion polls that point to a growing identification with the EU and a strengthening 

collective identity of the citizens in the EU Member States. The questions relating to solidarity in 

the polls suggest that many Europeans are be prepared to pay a certain price for their Europeanness 

(Risse 2015).  

 

The research discussed above points to the fact that the Europeanisation of public spheres has 

significance for two main reasons. First, the more the different national public spheres are 

interconnected, the more they constitute joint communities of communication and therefore 

contribute to collective European identities and what Habermas (2006) referred to as ”solidarity 

among strangers”. Second, the more European issues are politicized on the national level, the more 

”normal” European politics becomes. The growing salience of EU issues and their increasing 



23 
 

   
 

visibility in the national public spheres brings discussion closer to the general public, which 

improves the democratic quality of European polity and might also contribute to the European 

policy-making machinery, forcing the system to improve the transparency of decision-making. In 

terms of democracy, the increasing public scrutiny that Europeanisation in any case entails 

improves the legitimacy of common decisions. In this process, the media’s role is crucial.  

 

3.4. European Public Sphere and the mainstream media  

The public sphere concept is closely linked to media and democracy because of the idea that the 

media plays a role as a facilitator of democracy by providing the members of the public with equal 

access to information and equal opportunities to participate in public debate. The mass media acts 

as gate-keepers and agenda-setters, framing the issues discussed so that the concepts are mutually 

understandable by the participants and a meaningful discussion thereby possible  (Risse 2015: 9) 

Moreover, the media ”gives a voice” to certain speakers while silencing others. Indeed, the role of 

mass media is crucial for democracy as it is the media that has the power to create and maintain a 

”community of communication” and a public sphere that enable a meaningful public discussion and 

the construction of collective identities and mutual solidarity aimed at ”the common good” (Risse 

ibid).  

 

On the European level, the mass media plays an especially important role in constructing and 

maintaining a functional public sphere. For example, Trenz (2006) proposes that the media have a 

major influence on the European integration process as media outlets do not only reflect news but 

also actively take part in the public discussion and therefore also contribute to constructing publicity 

in the European Union. Indeed, referring to a concept of ”mediazation”, Trenz suggests that EU 

politics and policies are transferred to the citizens’ awareness almost exclusively through the media. 

Trenz also discusses problems related to the strong role of elite media in EU coverage. As the elite 

media yield considerable power in triggering topics and setting the agenda and tone of public 

discussion on EU integration, their largely positive stance towards EU cooperation may alienate 

those part of citizenry with more critical views on EU cooperation (Risse 2015). 

 

To be sure, one of the major challenges in today’s transnational public spheres relates to the fact 

that the form of the public sphere may be heavily affected by socio-economic factors and the 

accessibility of the sphere be limited for example to members of the elite only. For example, 

studying transnational elite integration and communication in the Financial Times coverage of 

World Economic Forum, Markus Ojala (2017) adapts perspectives on cultural studies, journalism 
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and the public sphere to the analyses of global political economy. Drawing on the perspective that 

communication is a form of sharing cultural beliefs within a particular community, especially the 

mass media structures the public communication between the members of community and may 

reinforce their sense of belonging. Ojala (ibid) maintains that elite media provides a trusted space in 

which policy ideas and arguments can be debated in confidence and in which the overall public 

agenda of global economic governance is established.  At the same time, the transnational elite 

public sphere created and maintained by elite media affects the self-understanding and identity of 

individuals and groups within the elite community and institutions, strengthening the internal 

coherence of this community. Ojala’s study highlights the currently very elite-oriented nature of 

measures of global economic governance as well as the role of the public sphere as both a 

transmitter of (elite) public opinion to global economic practises and policies and the views of 

decision-makers to the (elite) public audience as well as a concrete arena for public discussion and 

debate. 

 

Similarly, also Eriksen (2004) maintains that European public sphere is emerging especially in 

international quality newspapers having the resources and interests to discuss European issues in a 

deep and meaningful way.  In addition to the national quality press, however, it is to be noted that 

today there is also a growing number of mostly online pan-European publications publishing issues 

of common European interests and contributing to the emergence of the European public sphere 

(such as Euractiv, Politico.eu or EuObserver). These media outlets might be more accessible in 

format and style to the general public than the very elite-centred publications such as the Financial 

Times, the Economist or Le Monde Diplomatique.  

 

3.5. On the politicisation of EU issues 

In Europe, a wider trend of globalisation is epitomised in the EU integration, and with deepening 

integration EU issues are becoming closer and closer to the lives of the citizens in the EU Member 

States. European issues are politicised when there is an increase in issue salience of EU-related 

questions in various public spheres and growing controversy and polarization (Risse 2015:13). 

Following the deepening and widening integration from the 1990s onwards and a series of major 

crisis such as the ”euro crisis”, the ”refugee crisis” and this year, the ”coronavirus crisis”, EU 

politics and decision-making have become increasingly more intertwined with national politics. 

Consequently, EU politics that formerly were almost exclusively an elite business have reached the 

attention of mass publics and become increasingly publicly visible – as well as increasingly more 

contested and polarized.  This process refers to ”politicisation”, or the ”increase in polarisation of 
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opinions, interests or values and the extent to which they are publicly advanced towards policy 

formulation within the EU” (de Wilde, 2015:19). The increasing politicisation of EU has led to a 

new political divide that represents a break with the previous long-term period of ”permissive 

consensus” (Hooghe & Marks 2009; Hutter & Kriesi, 2019: 997) or ”benign neglect” (Scharpf 

2015:20) of citizens of the input-oriented deficiencies of political legitimacy at the European level 

reflected in the high level of (blind?) trust in the EU institutions. For decades, the output-oriented 

dimension of political legitimacy sufficed: the ”end justified the means” and it was the problem-

solving effectiveness that took priority over democratic considerations. With deeper, wider and 

more complicated problems and European-wide crisis, however, the process of politicisation of EU 

on the national level has actualised and intensified, and its effects have been reflected in 

institutional and policy-related events at the European level. 

 

Politicisation is a topic that has been widely researched in studies on the EU over the past couple of 

decades following the end of ”permissive consensus” (see e.g. Hooghe & Marks 2009; de Wilde 

2011; Statham & Trenz 2013).  Empirical evidence suggests that the Europeanisation of national 

public spheres began around mid-1990s, following the entry into force of the Single European Act 

and the Maastricht Treaty that considerably deepened the EU integration and brought EU politics 

closer to domestic politics and hence to the everyday lives of citizens. On the media level, this has 

been reflected in the growing visibility of EU issues and debates on EU politics, both in the 

transnational and national media.  

  

A number of scholars in the field of Europeanisation on public spheres suggest that the growing 

politicisation and contestation is generally good for the EU and that bringing the politics to the 

public spheres fosters democracy, increases EU legitimacy and enables people to have more 

meaningful discussions on issues affecting their daily lives. The key argument in this contest-

oriented approach to the public sphere is that the more European politics become ”normal” politics, 

the more legitimacy the EU has in enforcing policies affecting the citizens of the Member States. 

For example, Thomas Risse (2015) maintains that growing politicisation of European issues in 

national politics increases the citizens’ identification with the EU and creates and maintains a 

feeling of being in the same boat. Through shared ”communities of communication”  ̶  be they 

national or transnational  ̶  people form ”in-groups” within which solidarity and joint action towards 

a common good is possible (Risse ibid). 
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Similarly, also Harrison and Bruter’s (2015) study on mass public opinion on the EU and European 

identity suggest that politicisation is necessary for the creation of political identity. The results of 

their study suggest that news on Europe have a significant impact on the European identity of 

citizens. Moreover, even though a continuing flow of bad news may erode the feeling of belonging 

to some extent, Harrison and Bruter (ibid) argue that politicisation of Europe still anchors citizen’s 

identity on genuinely European areas of political contestation. Harrison and Bruter (ibid) further 

distinguish between a cultural identity (i.e. identification with a community) and a civic identity 

(i.e. identification with a political system), arguing that the latter is more stable and less prone to be 

shaped by bad news. This connects with the above-mentioned concept of ”constitutional patriotism” 

(Habermas 1992; Calhoun 2002), denoting that collective identity is more based on common rules 

and political rights than on culture or ethnic origins. All in all, however, the above school of thought 

maintains that the construction of the European public sphere is based on the assumption that there 

is a common European identity or as van de Steeg and Risse (2010) put it, a ”transnational 

community of communication”, where the participants recognise each other as legitimate partners 

in the discussion. 

 

Interestingly enough, the contest-oriented approach to public spheres seems to be intuitively 

approved of also by many EU-level actors and journalists advocating the EU motto ”Unity In 

Diversity” (a theme widely advertised by key EU policymakers) that considers differing opinions 

about the future of EU, debates on policy issues and polarisation as a sign of a joint community of 

communication, debating issues of concern common to all parties. Indeed, the above-mentioned 

studies conducted on the constitutional debates on the future of EU over the past decade point to the 

emergence of a transnational community of communication that discusses EU integration as a 

matter of common concern, irrespective of the various (27) perspectives towards it.  

 

Changing political landscape and the rise of Euroscepticism  

Globalisation and the growth of online media have led to increasingly more and increasingly faster 

connections between different national public spheres. At the same time, growing polarization, 

contestation and feelings of alienation have led to the emergence of new kinds of political 

cleavages, based on identity and values rather than the traditional class divisions. For example, 

Marks et al. (2006) suggest that EU support is strongly connected to the so-called ”GAL-TAN” 

dimension (green-alternative-libertarian vs traditionalist-authoritarian-nationalist) or ”new politics” 

that is largely based on values, following closely also the so-called ”Rokkanian” cleavage between 

economic ”winners” and ”losers” of globalisation/Europeanisation as well as the cultural cleavage 
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between cosmopolitical/multicultural and nationalistic voters. This trend of global politics being 

increasingly more determined by value and identity-based issues such as human rights, equality or 

way of life is reflected also in the widely conducted World Value Surveys. In the EU context, the 

GAL-TAN dimension divides citizens especially over issues such as immigration, climate change 

or deepening integration (Hooghe-and Marks 2009, Hutter and Kriesi 2019).  Against this 

background and the ongoing debate on EU legitimacy and the future direction of the EU, an 

important question is whether this development will lead to more integration or growing re-

nationalisation in the future. Moreover, as discussed above, the role that the public sphere and the 

media play in this development is crucial.  

 

In the field of research on the Europeanisation of public spheres, some scholars see the growing 

national contestation over EU issues as essentially a negative development that hampers policy 

making on the EU level. This consensus-oriented approach to the public sphere draws on the idea 

that de-politicisation of EU politics and the above-mentioned ”permissive consensus” was 

inherently positive and contestation forms a threat to the overall stability. For example, a recent 

study conducted by the European Parliament (EP 2020) suggests that scholars such as 

Giandomenico Majone (1998)  and Andrew Moravcsik (2004) strongly emphasised the apolitical 

character of the EU that focused mostly on issues allowing for silent and efficient coordination of 

policies aimed at ”Pareto-efficient outcomes” (where some benefit while no one is made worse off) 

while leaving out more challenging issues such as policies with redistributive effect. From this 

perspective, the end of ”benign neglect” and growing critique of EU’s input legitimacy has led to 

difficulties with reaching compromises and therefore slower and more inefficient decision-making. 

 

Similarly, also Grande and Kriesi (2015) see growing EU politicisation in a negative light. 

Challenging the more optimistic studies pointing to the emergence of a European demos and 

collective European identity and the positive effects of politicisation on community-building, 

Grande and Kriesi argue that Europeanisation and politicisation of public spheres affect party 

alignments and political cleavages in the Member States pointing more to growing polarisation and 

further rise of Euroscepticism than deepening integration and strengthening European identities.  

The rapid structural changes  - especially in the field of economy  - connected to globalisation have 

increased gaps between the ”winners and losers”, and there seems to be a connection between the 

intensifying global competition and the decreasing autonomy of the nation state (Habermas 2001). 

Grande and Kriesi (2015) maintain that a new political cleavage  ̶  cosmopolitan versus national  ̶  

has emerged concerning European integration (that for many in Europe equals globalisation). The 
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traditional mainstream parties mainly organised along the political left-right division have to a large 

extent failed to address this new ideological divide, while the Eurosceptic parties on the ultimate 

ends of the political spectrum have found support from the nationalistic group. 

 

Euroscepticism denotes criticism of the European integration and the European Union, relating to 

the contested nature of EU as a political entity. While European integration has been debated and 

questioned throughout the entire history of the European cooperation from the creation of the 

European Coal and Steel Community in 1950 to the latest steps including deep economic 

cooperation and a common currency, the deepening integration from the 1990s onwards and the 

number of crisis in the recent decade have increased the salience (and contestation) of European 

politics like never before. It is fair to assume that Euroscepticism is here to stay.  

 

Indeed, Euroscepticism is a powerful political force that is often associated especially with the 

populist parties. In recent years, populist and more extreme parties on both ends of the political 

spectrum have increasingly more effectively utilised critique of the EU. At the same time, the 

traditional mainstream parties have started to have difficulties with criticising the EU in a 

meaningful way as the populist parties have ”hijacked” EU criticism into their toolboxes in an 

almost exclusive manner (see eg. Wodak 2015). This of course does not bode well for democracy: if 

mainstream parties lack possibilities for being openly critical towards EU policies, the options 

regarding opinion formation on EU issues can in the worst case narrow down to simple ”Yes” or 

”No” alternatives, where citizens and voters need to choose whether they are for or against 

European integration, with no grey areas in between. For the purposes of this thesis, it is more 

useful to reserve the term ”Euroscepticism” for those actors who specifically reject European 

integration and EU as a political community (mutual solidarity) while stressing state sovereignty 

and advocating for intergovernmentalism and renationalisation in transnational cooperation.   

 

3.6. On the concept of solidarity and the pursuit of the ”common good” in democratic societies 

Solidarity can be defined as a psychological sense of unity between groups of people who have the 

same interests or shared goals. It refers to the ties in a society that bind people together as one. 

Solidarity is an agreement between and support for the members of a group, especially a political 

group (Cambridge online dictionary).  

 

The etymological origins of the concept of solidarity can be traced back to a Latin phrase 

”obligation in solidum”, which refers to an arrangement where a member of a family or other 
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community is jointly responsible for common debt accrued within that community. As a legal term 

it refers to joint liability within a joint contract: each is responsible for the whole (Tieteen 

termipankki).  

 

In research on state-level or societal solidarity, a classical work is Èmile Durkheim’s (1893) 

Division of Labour in Society, in which Durkheim argues that the types of social solidarity correlate 

with types of society. Durkheim’s work introduced the terms mechanical and organic solidarity. In 

(traditional) societies exhibiting mechanical solidarity, cohesion and integration come from the 

homogeneity of individuals who share similar values and strong collective identity. In contrast, in 

(more modern) societies exhibiting organic solidarity, members have different values and perform 

different roles, having a sense of solidarity that is based on interdependence and is functional rather 

than emotional. In the latter case, members of a community share the understanding of dependence 

between each other, that any help given is bound to be reciprocal over longer run. In this case, 

solidarity is not altruistic but rather based on rational thinking entailing self-interest.  

 

Similarly, also Fernandes and Rubio (2012) make a conceptual distinction between two types of 

rationale of the states’ self-interest: a rationale based on ”direct reciprocity” and a rationale based 

on ”enlightened self-interest”. Rather than helping others out of a strong sense of belonging to the 

same inclusive society or community or sharing the same values (indeed, even such core EU values 

as the respect for the rule of law!), or based on the idea of direct reciprocity, EU citizens might be 

more likely to help a fellow Member State either out of this enlightened self-interest or due to a 

sense of responsibility for the preservation of a common project. Fernandes & Rubio maintain that 

economic solidarity between the EU Member States mainly is not based on generosity but rather on 

enlightened self-interest. This perspective is reflected especially in the discourses framing the grants 

in the EU Recovery Fund as ”gifts”, ”handouts” or ”charity”: in this context, solidarity can be 

perceived as horizontal and respectful, while charity is vertical and condescending  

 

Solidarity and (collective) identity 

In other words, solidarity is an obligation that binds a group of people together. Moreover, it 

necessitates a certain feeling of belonging based on a common group identity. Studying intergroup 

relations, social psychologists Henry Tajfel and his student John Turner developed a theory of 

social identity, proposing that people have a natural tendency to categorise themselves and others 

into groups, building a part of their identity on the basis of membership of that group and 

(importantly) forming boundaries to other groups (Tajfel et al 1979). Tajfel suggests that through 
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categorising people divide the world into ”them” and ”us”, and in doing so they tend to exaggerate 

the similarities within the group and the differences between the groups. This is known as 

”ingroups” (us) and ”outgroups” (them), the key hypothesis being that members of ingroups seek to 

find negative aspects in outgroups and thereby enhance their own self-image. (Tajfel et al 1979). 

Thus, identity is always constructed in relation to others. When belonging to a group, boundaries 

are drawn to distinguish between ”us” and ”them” and to exclude ”the others”. 

 

People generally aim for the common good within the boundaries of the ”ingroup” to which they 

feel they belong. This is why the level of identification with a group has significance also in relation 

to the amount of solidarity people feel within a particular group. Indeed, social identification can be 

thicker or looser: identification with a nation usually is thicker than identification with an 

international organization such as the EU. Today, however, increasingly more people identify not 

only with their own nation but also with the European Union. Several opinion polls and surveys 

such as Eurobarometers have shown that most EU citizens today have a shared or dual identity. (cf. 

the concepts of primary and secondary identity and the ”marble cake” model of intertwined national 

and international identities in Risse 2010). 

 

Moreover, the perception of being part of a same group  ̶  of being in the same boat  ̶  stems not only 

from identification with the group but also from cooperation and joint activity aimed at joint targets. 

Indeed, it is through joint action that a group strives to build an environment enforcing ”the 

common good” for the members of the group (Tajfel 1982, see also Kruglanski et al 2006). This 

notion of joint action for the benefit of the group connects also with theories of democracy: all 

democratic theories share the idea of cooperation and the pursuit in the long run of ”the common 

good” within society. 

 

According to Tajfel’s group identity theory (Tajfel et al 1979), each community has different 

understandings of what is ”common knowledge” or ”true information”, and this is largely based on 

trust within the community.  An ”epistemic community” is formed, where a group shares an 

understanding of which information is ”true”. Indeed, a trusted authority’s views are less contested 

and the answers given to the public may be fast and simple if necessary (ibid). As different groups 

have different understandings of which information is meaningful and true, there often is friction 

between publicity and democracy when ideologies merge with information and knowledge. This of 

course is accentuated in transnational public spheres with numerous ideologies and political 

perspectives that often clash with each other. 
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In terms of agreeing on the joint EU measures amid the coronavirus pandemic, the crucial question 

is where to draw the boundaries of the group: Who is the collective ”we” that are bound by the 

obligation of solidarity, and who gets to define it? What kinds of joint activity are called for in order 

to achieve ”the common good”? And, importantly, what is the added value of belonging to a group 

that is wider than the traditional basic unit of the nation state?  In the process of drawing these lines, 

the role of the media is crucial in that it is the media that has the power to ”frame” the issues to be 

discussed and to give a voice to certain actors while silencing others.  

 

3.6.1 Economic solidarity  

Most scholars agree that solidarity, unlike pure altruism, implies a certain degree of group 

identification, a feeling of belonging. It can be argued that within the EU, it is solidarity that 

justifies intra-European cooperation and redistribution of resources (Chiocchetti & Allemand 2019). 

Indeed, (collective) identity and emotions play a major role in constructing the boundaries of the 

sphere the citizens feel they are operating in, the key questions being who is the collective ”we” and 

who is ”the other”? 

 

In the EU, solidarity can be seen as a counterpart to nationalism (Risse 2015).  In the field of 

economy, solidarity often represents the counterpart of competition. On the transnational level, a 

clear causal link can thus be identified between coordination or joint governance and the exercise of 

solidarity (Fernandes and Rubio 2012:26). In the current public debate on the EU response to the 

coronavirus pandemic this has been evident in the calls for more EU-level governance instead of 

purely national measures. For example, in a multinational survey commissioned by the European 

Parliament and conducted by Kantar in April 2020,  nearly seven out of ten respondents (69%) 

wanted a stronger role and more competencies for the EU in fighting this crisis, and almost six out 

of ten were dissatisfied with the solidarity shown between EU Member States (Eurobarometer 

2020). Indeed, in terms of economic solidarity, ”each for the whole” instead of ”each for their own” 

has been one of the core building blocks of the EU competition policy aiming for a balanced single 

market that supports also the weaker economies. As Schelkle (2015) maintains, the political 

legitimacy of the EU links closely with how the EU is seen to benefit the individual Member States, 

and in terms of economy, the concessions of sovereignty and the transferring of state competencies 

to a supranational entity are dependent on the collective acceptance of some degree of mutual risk-

sharing and solidarity in case of unexpected economic shocks. 
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For the purposes of this thesis, the concept of economic solidarity within the EU could be narrowed 

down simply as follows: ”A collective awareness of shared economic interests that binds people 

together and forms joint responsibilities”.  

 

4. Previous key literature on the Europeanisation of public spheres 

4.1. Methodological and empirical issues 

In this chapter the methodological approaches in previous key studies in the field of 

Europeanisation of national public spheres will be discussed in more detail. The literature covered 

below provides a useful conceptual framework as well as concrete methodological and empirical 

tools for looking at the Europeanisation of public discussion on the EU Recovery Fund in the 

analysis part of this thesis. The key question the analysis in this thesis will seek to answer is 

whether the public debate on the construction of the European Recovery Fund in the summer of 

2020 was sufficient to meet the requirements of a true European community of communication that 

could eventually enhance common European identity. 

 

The Europeanization of public spheres can be measured by varying conceptual and empirical tools. 

Possible research methods include, for example, frame analysis (eg. Eder & Kantner 2000; Entman 

1993; Trenz 2004; de Vreese 2004; Kantner 2015), claims analysis (e.g. Koopmans 2015:53-83; 

Koopmans & Statham 2010; Erbe 2012), communication or media content analysis (e.g. Adam 

2008; Risse 2010) or network analysis (e.g. Bennett et al 2015:108-140). The possible limitations of 

applying one single method are often overcome by combining different strategies for analysis (for 

mixed-method approach, see Pfetsch & Heft 2015: 39). Common to all these approaches is the 

shared understanding that a gradual Europeanisation of public spheres is ongoing and the 

politicisation of European affairs is here to stay (Risse 2015). 

 

Below the methodological approaches and empirical tools used in some key research in the field of 

Europeanisation of national public spheres are discussed. The methods and empirical choices made 

in these studies form also the basis of the empirical part and analysis of this thesis. 

 

4.2. Methods and tools used in studies on the European Public Sphere 

This thesis will combine different research methods for the analysis of media coverage of the 

special European Summit at the end of July 2020. Examining the emergence of a European public 

sphere, the empirical material in this thesis will be reflected against some previous key studies 

conducted in the field of Europeanisation of national public spheres. The key methods used in the 
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empirical analysis in this study are critical content analysis and framing analysis, and much 

inspiration has been drawn especially from previous studies in the field and the specific methods 

applied in these studies will be discussed in more detail below. 

 

Based on the core building blocks of the set of five key indicators of Europeanisation of public 

spheres developed by Thomas Risse (2010), the analysis in this thesis will mainly utilise later 

distinctions developed by Risse and Van de Steeg (2003) in their study of the rise into power of the 

Austrian Jörg Haider, and Van de Steeg in her study of coverage of news on the widening of the EU 

(2002), and Kantner (2015) in her case study on the national media as transnational discourse arenas 

in the field of humanitarian military intervention. Also, the conceptual framework developed by 

Koopmans (2015) in his comparative study on German and European structures of political 

communication will be utilised when comparing the pan-European media coverage with the 

national ones. Furthermore, indicators of notions such as ”discursive power” (Koopmans 2015), 

”discursive bias” (Koopmans 2015), ”opinion geography” (Erbe 2005;2012) and ”two-fold framing 

strategy” (Pfetsch & Heft 2015) will be utilised. These will be discussed below. 

 

Identifying five concrete indicators for the emergence of European transnational community of 

communications, Risse (2010:169 and 2015) maintains that these are empirically observable and set 

the minimum conditions under which a European public sphere can exist. These basic indicators of 

a European public sphere are:  

1. the same (European) themes are debated at the same time and at similar levels of attention  

2. there are similar frames of reference and meaning structures  

3. there is cross-border interdiscursivity  

4. speakers are recognised as legitimate participants to these transnational debates; and  

5. issues discussed are framed as common concerns for Europeans. 

 

Drawing on Risse’s set of key indicators, for example Risse and Van de Steeg (2003) adhere to 

these criteria when examining to what extent do the speakers in the European public sphere feel a 

sense of belonging to the same community and share at least some kind of collective identity. In 

addition to identifying similar frames and meaning structures, Risse and Van de Steeg (ibid) also 

examine interdiscursivity between different texts, i.e. the ways how newspaper articles and stories 

refer to articles in other media outlets and actors in the other Member States, as well as how the 

media constructs European identity, i.e. ”us” and ”them”. In this regard, interesting is also which 

actors get a voice, and how are national interests discussed compared to common European 
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interests. In search of similar meaning structures, Risse and Van de Steeg draw on the concepts of 

frame and framing. In the same way, the empirical analysis in this study seeks to identify common 

frames and meaning structures in the empirical material. 

 

Another conceptual framework utilised in this thesis is the three-fold theoretical distinction between 

supranational, vertical and horizontal Europeanisation. These indicators were originally based 

on a theoretical model based on Habermas’s public sphere theories and developed by Ruud 

Koopmans and Jessica Erbe (2004) in order to systematically approach the question of 

Europeanisation of public spheres in the mass media and the alleged public sphere deficit in the EU, 

and the model has been later used as a basis of empirical studies by several other researchers such 

as Risse and Van de Steeg (2003), Van de Steeg (2002), Koopmans (2015), or Buijsmans (2020). 

According to this model, supranational or pan-European publicity entails a discussion on 

transnational European-wide issues, ideally in a pan-European media accessible to all Member 

States. The second and third models reflect Europeanisation of national public spheres where a 

distinction is made between vertical and horizontal forms of Europeanisation.  Vertical 

Europeanisation refers to relationships or communicative linkages between European and national 

levels, while horizontal Europeanisation entails linkages between national polities within Europe. 

Koopmans and Erbe (2004) further distinguish between weak and strong variants of forms of 

horizontal Europeanisation. In the weak variant, national media follows and comments on 

discussion and contestation in another Member State, but there is no linkage such as active 

participation in the discussion or claims-making targeted across borders. In contrast, in the strong 

variant comments are explicitly targeted at certain actors or against a certain political view or policy 

in another Member State (ibid).  

 

Koopmans and Erbe (2004) further suggest that in terms of communication flows between 

European and national level, the role of the mass media is especially important and fulfils at least 

four crucial functions in the European policy process. First, mass media has a legitimation function 

in that plays a major role in making European actors visible for the national publics. Second, mass 

media has a responsiveness function in that it transfers opinion to the awareness of European policy 

makers (a role it partially shares with public opinion polls). Third, the mass media has an 

accountability function in bringing the European institutions and policies closer to the general 

public (than they e.g. could personally reach) enabling them to formulate informed opinions on EU 

politics. Fourth, the mass media has a participation function in that most forms of citizen 

participation in the European policy making are dependent on mass media visibility: barring a few 
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influential lobbyist or other well-organised actors in Brussels, the general public rarely has direct 

access or possibility to influence European policy makers or make their initiatives and suggestions 

known. 

 

Studying communicative flows and assessing the relative density of public communication within 

and between different geopolitical space, Koopmans and Erbe (2004) applied their three-fold model 

on political claims made by the German print media and suggested that the German public spheres 

in effect was largely Europeanised and their findings did not support the hypothesis of a public 

sphere deficit. However, the results of their study did point to a discrepancy between Europe’s 

deepening integration and institutional development on the one hand and the continuing 

predominance of the national political spaces as arenas for public debate and contestation on the 

other. Erbe later developed a further angle to this approach (Erbe 2005, 2012). Examining mutual 

quotations and referencing of political actors by different media across borders, Erbe shows how 

horizontal Europeanisation is constructed in national news media by means of references to other 

countries’ politicians and other actors. Erbe maintains that quotations in national press reviews are 

an indicator of mutual observation and inter-referencing between different media outlets, and an 

indicator of the emergence of a common European public sphere. Through a study of daily practices 

of radio stations, newspapers or websites, Erbe reconstructs patterns of transnational flows of 

communication and argues that quotations in many cases cross national borders resulting in 

”opinion geography” in contrast to the usual ”news geography”. This cross-border referencing 

frequently entails a Europeanised perspective on whose views are seen as relevant. 

 

The mass media plays a major role in triggering topics and setting the agenda and thereby 

controlling which issues are worth discussing. The media also exercises considerable power in 

choosing which actors have agency and who has control over the situation, i.e. who is ”calling the 

shots”.  For example, examining media and the public sphere Ruud Koopmans (2015: 78) points out 

that what she calls the discursive power or discursive influence on the European arenas is very 

much concentrated in the hands of European and national executive actors. Indeed, the results of 

Koopman’s empirical research show that non-executive actors such as the European Parliament in 

comparison get considerably less visibility in the media, which is likely to affect public opinion 

formation, undermine the legitimacy of European-level policies and institutions and ultimately 

contribute to the democratic deficit within the Union. 
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Exploring these kinds of discursive power structures in a research comparing data from both 

European and national public spheres, Koopmans (2015) measures Europeanisation by means of 

claims analysis, highlighting the discursive or communicative power of different actors.  Comparing 

European and national political communication strategies in six EU Member States between 1990-

2002 and complementing the study later with content analysis of the news coverage of German 

media during the euro crisis in 2010-12, Koopmans argues that claims made across national 

boundaries (either vertically i.e. from the state level to EU actors or horizontally i.e. between states, 

cf. Koopmans and Erbe 2004 methodology) are a necessary precondition for a true European public 

sphere. The results of his study point to the fact that even though domestic and European actors get 

a roughly equal voice in issues related to policy areas with strong European-level competencies 

such as monetary policy, the European actors nonetheless are more present as targets of claims 

rather than as speakers of claims, i.e. the EU appears more as an object of criticism and 

responsibilities than as an equal discussion partner with its own independent opinions and rights. 

Koopmans (ibid.) maintains that with the exception of the European Central Bank, all the other 

European level actors experienced a significant loss in discursive influence or discursive power 

during the euro crisis. According to Koopmans, only the European Commission retained at least a 

modest voice, while European Parliament’s voice was even more marginal than in normal times. At 

the same time, a more intergovernmental and ”domesticated” Europe seemed to emerge, with the 

power of Member States growing at the expense of supranational institutions. Moreover, the results 

of Koopman’s empirical study point to the fact that the discursive influence on the European arenas 

is very much concentrated in the hands of European and national executive actors, while non-

executive actors such as the European Parliament get considerably less visibility in the media. In 

general, European summits are reflected in public debates as intergovernmental exchanges with 

fierce arguing and hot debates ending with painful compromises between the nation states rather 

than as coherent supranational decision-making by independent pan-European authorities. While 

this likely reflects the actual power dynamics within these summits, Koopmans (ibid) points out that 

the related discursive bias in the public sphere is likely to affect public opinion formation and 

further contribute to the democratic deficit of the EU and undermine the legitimacy of EU 

institutions and policies.  

 

Also Cathleen Kantner (2015) discusses national media as transnational discourse arenas and looks 

empirically at discursive frames picked up by the media and eventually showing in the public 

sphere. Analysing discursive frames on different national public spheres in a case study focusing on 

EU humanitarian military intervention, Kantner shows how competing master frames and 
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ideological cleavages appear across borders in national media and thereby counterclaims the lack of 

visibility of EU issues on national spheres (see Risse 2015: 84).  Kantner’s study provides a useful 

model for frame analysis, but what Kantner’s analysis is lacking, however, is the role and meaning 

of power in collective frame-making: the power of strategically-thinking individuals (”norm 

entrepreneurs”) in making personal beliefs become collective opinions is often underestimated and 

would call for more research (for more detailed discussion on this, see Checkel 2015). Indeed, by 

identifying which actors have a voice and whose opinions gain salience in the Europeanised public 

debates, it is possible to examine discursive power structures and mass media’s contribution to 

public opinion formation. (see also Erbe 2002; 2012). 

 

Important in this respect is also the fact that many politicians feel the need to address international 

audiences differently from how they talk to their domestic constituencies.  For example, comparing 

discussion between the European and national level, Pfetsch and Heft’s (2015) developed a 

conceptual tool of a ”two-fold framing strategy” which helps to identify differences between 

political actors rhetoric on the national level and on the pan-European level. Pfetsch and Heft 

suggest that the differences are especially prominent the closer the country is to elections, but other 

concerns of domestic politics also play a role in how political actors voice their ideas on the 

European level, compared to their message on the national level. Using a frame analysis approach, 

Pfetsch and Heft (2015) identify specific framing strategies habitually used by politicians on 

national and international arenas. On the EU level, this ”EU made me do it” discourse has 

commonly been used by politicians when addressing their domestic audiences during and after EU 

meetings, and the frame analysis used by Pfetsch and Heft reveals interesting differences between 

different kinds of discursive approaches used before international audiences compared to the 

domestic ones. According to Pfetsch and Heft, this link between domestic and EU-level political 

discourse is especially strong the closer a Member State is to elections, when politicians are more 

bound by domestic policy pressures.  

 

Naturally, also the media plays a major role in what kind publicity different actors in different 

arenas get. In a study on the Europeanisation of national public spheres in Europe commissioned by 

the European Parliament earlier this year (EP 2020) suggests that when making publishing 

decisions, the media tends to follow a certain logic according to which ”the only good news are 

bad news” due to public preference for sensational stories. The EP 2020 study maintains that this 

approach often leads to reporting  - not only by tabloids but also on the more pro-European elite 

media - that is strongly focused on personal conflicts between individual actors or battles between a 
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small number of mainly executive political actors or groups of countries. This ”personalisation” of 

EU politics and grand narratives highlighting the role of individual Member States and stressing 

their differing views and interests may increase salience of EU issues and foster politicisation of the 

EU in the Member States, but at the same time, it may also increase the risk of  a ”spiral of 

Euroscepticism” (ibid.). Both of these alternatives can be identified also in the recent public 

discussion on the future of European Union. Indeed, as Risse (2015:25) puts it, the growing 

politicisation of the EU may lead to increased (collective) European identity, more acts of solidarity 

and deepening integration or to growing re-nationalisation, Euroscepticism and stalemate in the 

joint decision-making.  Following the long period of strong focus on economic integration within 

the EU, the coronavirus crisis has shown that there is a growing will to address also political 

integration when discussing the future of the Union. As Emmanuel Macron put it in a recent 

interview (Le Grand Continent magazine 2020) that gained wide transnational publicity: ”Europe 

must rethink itself politically and act politically to define common objectives that are more than 

merely delegating our future to the market”. Calling for a strong and political Europe, president 

Macron suggests that there is a need for Europe to regain its status as an important global player by 

building European sovereignty and strategic autonomy in relation to ”the other” consisting 

especially of major global powers such as China, Russia and the USA. Interesting in these kinds of 

statements is how concepts of ”Europe” and ”us Europeans” are constructed and portrayed for the 

audience(s): to what extent does the speaker include themself and their people into the community 

to which they is making these claims? 

 

Indeed, as discussed above, identity plays a major role in community formation and is therefore also 

an important factor in a public sphere. Reflecting this, a growing body of literature on public 

discussion on European issues points to identity-related frames and indicators of identification (”us” 

Europeans) and framing the EU as a positive answer to Europe’s own a past (the process of 

”othering”) (e.g. Van de Steeg 2008; Trenz 2006;2007, Risse 2010;2105). These studies examine 

the emergence of collective European identity and look especially for signs of common visions on 

Europe.  

 

For example, exploring the impact of identity on European integration politics, Risse (2010: 

183) points out that while identity plays little role in the day-to-day EU politics, it plays a major 

role in the moments of so-called ”history-making decisions” that often following hot debates on the 

visions of Europe and the future direction the integration should take. These key moments and 

decisions include major treaty changes and crisis requiring changes to the existing EU rules or 
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decision-making structures, and the decisions made reflect identities and ideologies of European 

people. For example, in his study on public discourses in three big EU countries, France, Germany 

and the UK, Risse (2010:177-204) demonstrates how identity-based arguments have been used to 

legitimise institutionalising decisions in the EU (Lisbon Treaty, Common Foreign and Security 

Policy, Single Market), and shows how (European collective) identity has effected decisions to 

relinquish sovereignty in favour of more supranational solutions, i.e. deepening integration.  

Similarly, Van de Steeg (2008) and Trenz (2006;2007) have identified identity-related frames and 

indicators of collective European identity in their studies of European public spheres. 

 

Calhoun (2002) maintains that group formation (”us” and ”them”) and common identity (”us 

Europeans”) strengthen the people’s commitment to joint projects aiming for a collectively better 

future (see also Chapter 3), and drawing the boundaries of the in-group is closely linked to the 

feeling of belonging. Empirical evidence on the Europeanisation of public spheres points to the fact 

that the extent to which the media takes a European approach are opposed to purely national one is 

dependent on the issue discussed. For example, if the topic allows even the slightest chance for 

defending national interests, the media gladly takes a national angle (e.g. Trenz 2000, on public 

discussion on the EU Commission corruption scandal in German and Spanish national media).  On 

the other hand, also pan-European values may be highlighted and ”us Europeans” approach taken, 

to draw a border between what is considered European and important and worth defending (”us”) 

against and what is depicted as non-European and not confirming to the shared community values 

(”them”). (e.g. Risse and van de Steeg’s (2003) study on public discussion held in five EU Member 

States and the US on the rise of Jörg Haider’s far-right party). All in all, it is not surprising though 

that the more a given issue falls on areas where the EU has competencies, the more Europeanisation 

of national spheres can be seen (see e.g. Koopmans 2015).  

  

To sum up, a variety of methods and empirical tools have been applied in the previous literature on 

Europeanisation of national public spheres and combining different strategies for analysis is 

common.  In the next section, the methods of analysis applied in this thesis will be discussed in 

more detail.  

 

5. Data and methods 

This chapter describes the methodology and the process of data collection in this thesis. This 

research is a qualitative case study of the public discussion around the EU Recovery Fund in 

summer 2020, and the method combines elements of frame and claims analysis as well as critical 
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text analysis. The main aim of the analysis is to examine what kinds of themes gain visibility in 

different countries’ public spheres, which topics are dominant and which are left out, who gets a 

voice, or who appears as a target of claims. The approach is event-oriented, focussing on one 

particular event at a specific point in time, and comparative, identifying similarities and differences 

between the different national public spheres and examining to what extent it is possible to talk 

about a common European public sphere in this context. 

 

Theorising communication flows 

Communication flows in the European public sphere (EPS) can be theorised from different 

perspectives. For example, Pfetsch & Heft (2015) distinguish between three general approaches. 

First, the normative perspective examines EPS as a communicative arena beyond the national level. 

Early studies on EPS conducted in the 1990s focused mainly on this perspective and argued mostly 

that a truly European public sphere was impossible due to lack of common language and culture or 

a pan-European media structure. Later, from early 2000s onwards. developed a second, alternative 

concept of concurrent issue publics. This approach saw parallelism as an indicator of a shared 

communicative space. Finally, the third approach, conditional Europeanisation of public spheres, 

aims mainly as establishing the relative intensity of Europeanisation within and between different 

political spaces. Pfetsch & Heft (2015). The study design in this thesis combines elements of the 

latter two approaches, studying attention given to a single event at one point in time between 

various different national spheres. 

 

Critical text analysis in qualitative research 

The approach of investigation of written text (or spoken discourse as well) can take many forms, 

such as discourse analysis, content analysis or analysis of pictures or images. With this method, 

various approaches can be applied. For example, a discourse-historical approach focuses on the 

discourse spheres during specific time periods, a Foucauldian approach focuses on analyzing 

structures of power and inequalities in society, while conversation analysis investigates the structure 

and process of social interaction between humans (Wodak & Meyer 2016). Common to all 

approaches to critical text analysis is that language and communication are not seen as separate 

linguistic systems, but first and foremost as action and social construction that reflects and renews 

social power structures, identities and ideologies. (e.g. Fairclough in Wodak & Meyer 2016) This 

thesis draws especially from the framework of a discourse-historical approach, examining the 

empirical material collected on a single issue against the background of the traditionally different 

economic approaches between northern and southern European states. 
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Frame analysis in qualitative research 

The research method in this study falls within the general methodological framework of qualitative 

research. As John Creswell (2007) puts it, qualitative research is used for exploring and 

understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or phenomenon (according to 

Lichtman 2017: 7). Further, in qualitative research, data is collected in natural settings and analysed 

inductively, and the process entails reflexivity, complex description and interpretation by the 

researcher. The focus is strongly on interpretative analysis rather than on numerical or statistical 

summaries. This is also the approach chosen for this study: rather than calculating the number of 

times certain words of phrases appear in the chosen texts, this thesis focuses on examining how and 

why certain themes emerge from the discussions. Frame analysis is therefore a useful tool for this 

research. 

 

Originally created by Erving Goffman in 1974, the concept of frame analysis is commonly used in 

social sciences, especially in communication and media studies and political studies. Frame analysis 

is essentially a tool for examining what kinds of perspectives and themes are applied for example in 

news articles or other media and how reality is being explained to the audience. In other words, 

framing allows studying the power of a communicative text (Entman 1993). Frames have a major 

influence on how people interpret information. According to Entman (1993: 52) framing can be 

defined as the selection of ”some aspects of a perceived reality and make the more salient in a 

communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal 

interpretation, moral evaluation, and/ or treatment recommendation for the item described”. Further, 

Entman (ibid) states that frames also ”define problems, diagnose causes, make moral judgments and 

suggest remedies”. By choosing certain frames, the media actively selects which issues are salient 

and worth discussing in the public sphere, a key arena for democratic deliberation. Indeed, frame 

analysis reveals a strong link between media and politics.  Further, frame analysis provides a useful 

tool for understanding how the themes chosen by the media affect human consciousness (Hobolt 

and Tilley 2014). For example, studying the effects of news framing in relation to public support of 

EU enlargement, Schuck and Vreese (2006) concluded that people to whom the enlargement was 

portrayed as an opportunity showed significantly higher levels of support for the enlargement 

compared to those to whom it was portrayed as a risk. 

 

This thesis focuses on the identification and analysis of different frames in the news media. For the 

identification of frames in communication, a framework created by Chong and Druckman (2007) 
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will be loosely followed. The first step in this process is to identify an issue or event, which is 

followed by the selection of an initial set of frames. Thereafter, the identified frames will be 

narrowed down to a representative sample of sources for a more detailed qualitative content 

analysis.  

 

To sum up, frames define what is important and what is not, and the process of framing therefore is 

a form of exercising power.  By contributing to public opinion-formation, frames trigger and set 

agendas for political discussion and debate. Furthermore, on the European level, it is significant that 

similarities or differences between different national frames affect people’s opinion-formation in 

relation to common European issues. Indeed, as Risse (2010) points out, in order to be able to vote 

on common policies or support the legitimacy of the joint political entity as a whole, the people in 

different EU Member States need to discuss the same issues with the same relevance at the same 

time.  

 

For this thesis, the method of frame analysis is used to identify how issues related to the 

negotiations on the EU Recovery Fund and its implementation have been portrayed in the European 

press and brought to public consciousness. Issues studied include questions such as who gets to 

speak in this process, which themes gain visibility, what kinds of solutions are offered, and what 

kind of Europe and common European identity the discourse in the media constructs. In the 

following chapter 6, the process of data collection will be presented, followed by a description of 

the data analysis.   

 

6. Analysis of news coverage on the EU Recovery Fund 

6.1. Background  

The Covid-19 pandemic created an urgent need for the European Union to respond to the dire 

economic situation its Member States had found themselves in. Following the strict national 

lockdowns in the spring, the public discussion on the possible EU-level joint measures culminated 

in the first in-person summit of the European Union heads of state or government held in Brussels 

on 17-21 July 2020 (the ”Summit”), that received considerable media attention in the EU Member 

States. In this Chapter, media coverage around this Summit in selected mainstream European mass 

media in Germany, France and Finland will be analysed. The main aim is to identify how the issue 

is framed, how the EU has been portrayed, and to what extent a common European public sphere is 

emerging in the different national public spheres. 
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Through an analysis of concrete examples from the mainstream mass media (MSM), similarities 

and differences between different national public spheres are identified and analysed with the help 

of a set of indicators of Europeanisation. Signs of ”vertical Europeanisation”, i.e. statements or 

claims made by EU protagonists as well as ”horizontal Europeanisation”, i.e. cross-national 

statements from other EU states, will be looked for, following the model created by Koopmans and 

Erbe (2004) (see also Koopmans and Statham 2010). Communicative linkages and discursive 

power pointing to signs of joint communities of communication is examined. By looking at signs 

of ”othering” and ”true Europeanness”, the possibilities for the creation of collective identity 

conducive to ”solidarity among strangers” will be examined. A special focus shall be put on the 

analysis of commentaries of top-level political leaders in the Member States, identifying discursive 

influences and discursive biases. As the most visible representatives of their countries, the 

executive level actors bear the main responsibility for decisions made in their countries and give 

faces and voices to their peoples in the media. The prominent role of the state leaders in the EU 

response to the coronavirus crisis is also in line with the findings from previous academic research 

in the field of Europeanisation of public spheres discussed above in Chapter 6,  pointing to the fact 

that in times of crisis the news coverage tends to focus especially on conflicts and battles between 

executive-level political actors (see e.g, Risse 2015; Koopmans 2015; EP study 2020, p. 48). 

 

The analysis does not attempt to offer an exhaustive coverage of the public discussion related to the 

EU recovery package in 2020. Rather, the aim is to apply a keyhole perspective and to identify how 

certain recurring key themes in the discussion were framed by different European media outlets. In 

other words, the main aim is to add one piece to a bigger puzzle.  

 

6.1.1. Data collection and the sampling of data 

The analysis is based on digital media coverage of the discussion on the EU Recovery Fund in 

Germany, France and Finland as well as some pan-European mainstream media outlets. The 

selected articles focus mainly on the public debates related to one key event: the special EU Summit 

held on 17-21 July 2020. The articles were collected within a timeline between April and September 

2020 from the online sites of a total of nine national media outlets representing three mainstream 

media from each of the respective countries. The articles were located by using for example the 

following search words: ”European/EU recovery fund”, ”recovery package”, ”emergency funding”, 

”plan de relance européenne”, ”fond de relance européenne”,  ”EU:n elvytyspaketti”, ”EU:n 

elpymisrahasto”, ”Corona Hilfspaket”, ”Hilfsfond”, ”Wiederaufbaufond”, ”Rettungspaket” and 
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”Notfallfond”. All translations of the quotes from the articles are those of the author, unless 

otherwise stated. 

 

A total of 265 articles were identified. The sample was thereafter narrowed down to some 100 

articles, which allowed for a more detailed qualitative scrutiny of the material. Only articles that 

specifically dealt with the proposed EU Recovery Fund were selected. The coverage is wide enough 

to provide for a representative sample of the themes discussed and angles taken. In this context it is 

also noteworthy that despite the growing importance of social media today, this research is limited 

to the mainstream media outlets only. However, as the digitalisation of the media field has in recent 

years contributed to the acceleration of the Europeanisation process, the discussions on various 

social media outlets following the publication of these mainstream articles would provide for an 

interesting basis for a possible future research. 

 

6.1.2. The role of mainstream media and challenges during the pandemic 

Joint media events and press conferences organised by the EU institutions for representatives of 

national newspapers and foreign correspondents in Brussels (during the corona times mainly online) 

seemed to create ”waves” of information epitomised in the simultaneous publishing by different 

national media outlets of easily quotable claims and remarks by European leaders, and the online 

media amplified this process. Together with active cross-referencing between the national 

newspapers and the ”dynamic” links in many online articles to stories in other countries’ national 

newspapers, these information waves contribute to both the vertical and horizontal Europeanisation 

of national public spheres. This kind of intense cross-referencing between various national and pan-

European media outlets is especially prominent in situations where there is a sense of great urgency 

in keeping the publics informed (in this case e.g. when Russia was flying medical aid to Italy in 

spring 2020 with flying colours while the EU was portrayed as a passive bystander) or during key 

events such as top-level EU meetings attracting major public attention. As Habermas (1964) points 

out, the citizens’ informed opinion is a prerequisite for democracy and open access to information is 

of crucial importance. Indeed, providing timely and reliable information is one of the key tasks of 

the media. This requirement is further accentuated in times of crisis that generally are fertile ground 

for disinformation and ”fake news”. 

 

Another key task of the media is to hold those in power accountable for their actions (Hallin and 

Mancini 2004). During the coronavirus pandemic, a source of concern for the media representatives 

has been that access to information and the decision-makers has been severely restricted, the 



45 
 

   
 

journalists’ questions easily ignored in virtual press conferences in comparison to physical meetings 

and in some cases the language of (the normally multilingual) EU press conferences has been 

narrowed to German only (for wider discussion on this see e.g. YLE news 10 July 2020, 

EURACTIV 10 October 2020, EURACTIV 3 February 2021). These restrictions raised concerns 

for the Union’s transparency and accountability. They also posed the question of how the EU can 

demand freedom of press from its Member States if its own house is not quite in order. It remains to 

be seen how these restrictions set on account of the coronavirus pandemic affect the media’s role in 

the long run and whether the limited access to information sources will affect public trust in the 

media or the information provided for by the EU institutions themselves. 

 

Another major factor affecting the access to information in the current public spheres are online 

media paywalls and the growing fragmentation of information. If one of the traditional key criteria 

of a functioning public sphere is its openness and accessibility (Habermas 1964), the digital 

paywalls set by most private media pose a major problem in dividing the public and contributing to 

the creation of divergent information bubbles. Indeed, it is questionable whether it is even possible 

to talk about equal and open access to information if the elite follows quality publications hidden 

behind the paywalls at the same time as ”the people” form their opinions based on evening tabloids’ 

click bait headlines. Also, the Western liberalised media fields allow for media pluralism, which 

also makes them vulnerable to disinformation. Research points to the fact that especially vulnerable 

to the creation of information bubbles and ”echo chambers” (i.e. algorithmic polarisation) are online 

platforms organised around social networks and news feed such as Facebook and Twitter (Cinelli et 

al 2020). Drawing on user preferences, these kinds of platforms foster the emergence of echo 

chambers and create divergent public spheres where people start to hear only what they want to hear 

and are surrounded by others who also hear the same. These parallel realities may then drift further 

and further away from a shared narrative and thereby hamper the democratic deliberative process. 

As today an increasing number of people get their news from the social media, the growing 

fragmentation in the media field might have threatened a truly accessible and shared European 

public sphere also in relation to the Recovery Fund discussions. 

 

Individual public spheres can indeed be extremely varied, and their fragmentation may also lead to 

what Tommi Uschanov describes as ”societal ignorance” (Siltamäki & Yrjönen, in YL 6/2020). 

Uschanov suggests that a small elite group of people consisting of politicians, political journalists 

and political researchers representing but a mere 5-10% of the citizens suffer from a ”meta-

ignorance” in terms of how ignorant all the others apart from themselves are. This meta-ignorance, 
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Uschanov argues, can create a deep shaft between the elite and the non-elites: a very small group of 

people uses language that the non-elites simply do not understand. As the mainstream media is very 

much elite-centred, this often contributes to increasing feelings of alienation amongst the masses 

and leads to challenges with sufficiently legitimising difficult political decisions. In general, this 

phenomenon is characteristic of any debate on EU polity and policies, and signs of this can be 

identified also in the public discussion around the EU Recovery Fund, which is largely dominated 

by economists, academics and executive level politicians, while the voice of ”the man on the street” 

often is reserved to the representatives of the populist parties.  

 

The media outlets selected for this study represent mainstream mass media (MSM). Despite the 

challenges discussed above, mainstream media narratives continue to have a lot of influence in the 

public sphere. By determining which issues to publish, the MSM outlets act as agenda-setters and 

gate-keepers, guiding the direction of public discussion and contributing to an increasing political 

contestation (Hallin and Mancini 2004). In this context, important is also what is not said: any 

decision to publish an issue simultaneously entails silencing other issues. In this thesis, the selected 

mainstream newspapers with their wide circulation and prominent status represent dominant 

agenda-setters in their respective countries and can therefore be argued to form a justified 

representative sample of media outlets for the purposes of this thesis. 

 

Below the selected media outlets are presented, by country, and their respective backgrounds briefly 

explained. Here, the qualitative arguments are largely based on the descriptions of the various 

media outlets on the European Journalism Centre’s website (www.medialandscapes.org). 

 

6.2. Research data: Outline of the selected media outlets in France, Germany and Finland 

The French media outlets (a total of 92 articles) 

Le Monde (LMO): The ”flagship of French press”, centre-social liberal, generally widely respected 

and intellectual national daily paper. 32 articles  

La Libération (LIBÉ):  A pro-European (moderately) left-leaning national daily newspaper. 

Assessed to be one of the most legitimate print dailies in France. 16 articles 

Le Figaro (FIG): A (moderately) right-leaning national daily newspaper, the most highly-regarded 

of French right-of-centre papers. 32 articles  

 

The German media outlets (a total of 86 articles) 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ): A nation-wide quality daily, one of the most read papers. 

http://www.medialandscapes.org/
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42 articles 

Der Spiegel (SPGL): The most influential political journal in Germany, focused especially on 

investigative journalism, wide circulation. 12 articles 

Bild (BILD): A tabloid, also the most widely-read newspaper in the country. Supports liberal 

market economy. 29 articles 

 

The Finnish media outlets (a total of 117 articles) 

Finnish Broadcasting Company (YLE): The Finnish national public broadcaster, publishes also 

quality reporting in written form. 59 articles  

Helsingin Sanomat (HS): A politically non-affiliated daily newspaper, widest circulation of the 

national dailies. 38 articles 

Iltalehti (IL): An afternoon tabloid, different ownership structure compared to the HS. 20 articles 

 

6.3. Actors, discursive power and communicative linkages: Who gets a voice and who is 

referred to? 

This section examines which institutions and persons are given media coverage: whose voice is 

heard, who gets to speak and who is listening in the European public discussion on the EU 

Recovery Fund.  

 

The empirical material points to a balance of discursive power leaning heavily towards the national 

actors, at the cost of European-level actors. Indeed, it is the voices of national leaders and the 

European Council (speaking mainly with the voices of heads of state or government) that dominated 

the public discussion on the EU Recovery Fund. Especially dominant in the material are quotes by 

the heads of larger Member States such as Germany and France, but also the leaders of smaller 

countries such as Austria and the Netherlands of the ”frugal” group get a voice in the European 

public sphere. In contrast, the supranational European actors have a more modest voice and they 

tend to appear more as targets of claims rather than strong and independent actors of their own 

right. However, the material points to differences between the different European level actors: while 

the European Commission still retained a voice in this discussion, the voice of the European 

Parliament (EP) appeared perhaps even more marginal than in normal times. 

 

Compared to the public spheres in Germany and Finland, the European Parliament had a slightly 

more visible role in the French public discussion. A number of French articles studied maintained 

that the EP indeed played a role in this process. Yet, even in the French press none of the analysed 
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articles gave the floor solely to the Members of the European Parliament (MEPs), but rather only 

mentioned them in passing after longer commentaries of the views of the national leaders or the EU 

executives. Reflected against the background of official EU decision-making structures and the 

principles of democracy, this relative lack of discursive power of the parliamentary actors is 

unsettling: even though the EP represents the voice of the European citizens and yields considerable 

power in the European Union’s law-making process through the so-called co-decision procedure 

(deciding on legislation together with the European Council), this power has only modestly been 

reflected in the public discussion on the Recovery Fund. This bias is evident for example, in an 

article published by the French Le Monde (LMO 1): even though David Sassoli, the Head of the 

EP, stresses that the European Parliament has the final say in the negotiation process (”It’s us who 

have the final say”) and some MEPs strongly and openly critical of the EU Council’s decision are 

quoted  (”In order to have this mutual debt, the kind of Europe that we really need has been 

sacrificed”), the article still portrays the European Council as the main decision-maker in a process 

where the common European decisions reached are the result of difficult compromises essentially 

reflecting the interests of the nation states. Furthermore, while some contestation preceding the final 

approval by the Parliament is expected, a rejection of the Council decision by the Parliament is not 

really portrayed as a real possibility by the media. 

 

These findings are in line with the results of a previous study by Ruud Koopman’s (2015) on the 

Europeanisation of public spheres during the euro crisis (discussed above in Chapter 6): the 

empirical material shows also in this thesis a discursive bias favouring the voices of nation states 

and especially the two key national players France and Germany, with the European level actors 

experiencing a relative loss of discursive power. As Koopmans (ibid) points out, while the publicity 

around EU Summits likely reflects the actual power dynamics in the EU decision-making 

structures, the discursive bias in the public sphere can further contribute to the democratic deficit of 

the EU and undermine the legitimacy of EU institutions and policies. This kind of 

”personalisation” of EU politics and narratives highlighting the role of individual Member States 

with their differing views and interests may increase salience of EU issues and foster politicisation 

of the EU in the Member States, but at the same time, it may also increase the risk of  a ”spiral of 

Euroscepticism” (EP 2020). 

 

Indeed, examination of the empirical material shows that of the actors involved in the decision-

making process by far the most coverage in the European public sphere is given to the German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and the French President Emmanuel Macron respectively. These two 
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leaders exercise great discursive power not only in their national public spheres but also outside the 

borders of their nation states. This is evident in the vast number of communicative linkages 

formed by cross-referencing of various national media outlets of comments by Merkel and Macron. 

In particular in the German and French media, the EU Recovery Fund has been widely applauded as 

the great diplomatic triumph of the ”dynamic duo” consisting of Merkel and Macron, reflected in 

the large number of personal quotes from these two leaders. Both the German and the French media 

outlets portray the two leaders being firmly together at the helm of the Union, with the other 

European countries following in their footsteps. 

 

Together, Merkel and Macron were portrayed in German and French public spheres as jointly 

forming a strong façade of pro-Europeanism, liberalism and progression, creating and maintaining a 

value community that embraces those who share their common vision of Europe and excludes those 

opposing it. Especially the French media consistently frames Merkel and Macron as leaders of the 

progressive ”true Europe” and the so-called ”Frugal states” as ”the Other”, who unnecessarily and 

selfishly slow down what is portrayed especially in the French media as an inevitable and necessary 

process towards deepening European integration. This was strikingly evident for example in a 

French article where the division into the two camps formed by France and Germany leading the 

majority of the EU Member States on the one hand and the Frugal Camp together with their close 

ally Finland on the other was highlighted in a separate ”fact box” (LMO 33) as a fact and official 

”true information”. 

 

In this context, it is worth noting that in terms of horizontal communicative linkages, the direction 

of the flow of information is biased. While the leaders of the big countries such as Germany and 

France get their voices heard also in the public spheres of smaller countries like Finland, the 

discursive influence of Finnish leaders is virtually non-existent the other way around. The overall 

pattern of horizontal Europeanisation is thus very uneven.  

  

For example, in the Finnish media coverage of the Recovery Fund, Angela Merkel received 

considerable publicity and was generally given the role of the key leader of the European Union. 

This narrative was further strengthened by the start of the German EU presidency in July, but was 

notable also earlier in the summer, especially when the initial Franco-German plan for European 

recovery was introduced, and later approved by the European Commission as the starting point for 

official EU level discussions. In general, the Finnish media seemed to take it for granted that 

Finland did not have very much power in influencing the decisions made on the EU level, and in the 
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country’s national media Finland was depicted less as a claim-maker actively pushing through 

national demands and more as a pragmatic or consensus-seeking partner who can adeptly adjust to 

different requirements set by international cooperation.  

 

When looking at how Finland is portrayed in the public spheres in Germany and France, it becomes 

evident that the country is seen in a completely different light by the audiences in these two leading 

EU countries. Especially the French but also the German media consistently groups Finland 

together with the ”frugal” countries depicted as ”the Other”: an opposing force and a hindrance to 

the forward-looking development of the EU that France and Germany are promoting. As the 

discursive bias leans heavily towards the bigger countries, the discursive influence Finland 

exercises on the wider European public sphere can in this case be assessed to be very limited and 

Finland’s role closely tied to the frugals in the eyes of the European publics. 

  

Another example of a discursive bias between the different national public spheres can be seen in 

the public discussion on the Rule of Law mechanism during the Summit negotiations. One of 

Finland’s key national targets in the Summit negotiations was to ensure that the rule of law 

principle would be respected and the distribution of EU money be tied to this principle. For 

example, the Minister of European Affairs Tytti Tuppurainen emphasised that: ”The realisation of 

the Rule of Law principle was Finland’s aim throughout the process.” (HS 17). While the Finnish 

politicians and the media discussed this at great length in July, this perspective and Finland’s 

national targets were virtually invisible in the German and French public spheres where the 

narratives focussed strongly on the frugals – ”including their close ally Finland” – against the rest of 

Europe (portrayed as the ”true Europeans”). Especially in the French public sphere, any demands 

for the Rule of Law conditionality were strongly personified with the Dutch PM Mark Rutte, who 

was portrayed as standing more of less alone in opposition of the rest of Europe on this issue, while 

at the same time the main concerns of the other ”frugal” opponents of the Franco-German plan were 

depicted to be about the size of the EU budget and the proposed mutualisation of debt. As Le Figaro 

wrote on 19 July: ”Cutting down the volume of the Recovery Fund was mostly demanded by 

Finland, Sweden and Denmark, who otherwise have left Rutte to go alone on the Fund’s 

governance and the right of veto issue. (FIG 11)” and later in August: ”At the end of July, the 

Franco-German ”tandem” spectacularly proved their strength in Europe by pushing through a 

joint recovery plan of 750 billion euros, despite fierce objections by the ”Frugals” concerning the 

mutualisation of debt. (FIG 27)”.  Similarly, also the German public sphere failed to notice that the 

rule of law conditionality was important also for Finland. For example, referring to Sanna Marin as 
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a supporter of the frugals, Der Spiegel described how Merkel and Macron, the protagonists of a 

progressive Europe, already were very annoyed with the frugal alliance when Mark Rutte 

(apparently alone) suddenly drew a red line at the Rule of Law mechanism (SPGL 5). Depicting 

Rutte as basically the sole supporter of this demand, Merkel and Macron were portrayed by the 

paper, together with the EU Council President Charles Michel, as the beacons of European values, 

aiming at showing that the EU can after the initial difficulties act in solidarity and give a strong 

signal (with a sum of 1.8 billion euro) to the rest of the world (especially the competition from 

China but also the ”enemy of the EU at the White House”) that the EU still is a force to be reckoned 

with. In the German and French public spheres, Finland’s role in this process was largely truncated 

to be an advocate of the frugal values, and the Finnish leaders did not even get an own voice but 

rather were seen as standing behind the backs of their louder Dutch and Austrian colleagues. What 

is more, Finland’s role as one of those opposing the grand Franco-German master plan can be seen 

even further strengthened by the fact that while the four openly frugal countries were simply called 

”the Four Frugals” by the French and German press (many readers may not even remember which 

countries belonged to this group!), Finland was in this context often specifically mentioned, thereby 

drawing the public attention explicitly on the country’s role as one of ”the others”. 

 

This has significance in that ”the other” – a target of claims rather than an active agent – is not an 

equal actor on the same level as ”us”. In the sample of German and French media articles examined, 

Finnish actors were mentioned as active participants to the discussions only rarely if at all. Even 

though often seen in the pictures of the group of the frugal countries’ leaders (which incidentally 

further strengthened the Franco-German narrative of Finland being part of the frugals), the Finnish 

PM Sanna Marin was only given an actual personal voice in two cases. First, Le Monde (LMO 20) 

quoted her tweet calling for a reduction of the amount of the Recovery Fund and a better balance 

between the grants and loans. The second occasion was Marin’s remark to the Spanish PM Pedro 

Sanchez during the negotiations on the need for the southern countries also to make compromises: 

”We have leaders around this table who moved from nothing to €350bn. What did you do? We have 

moved. Now it’s your turn” (FT 22 July 2020). This exchange between Marin and Sanchez was 

published widely by numerous national and pan-European media outlets. A key example of 

horizontal Europeanisation of the public spheres (cf. Koopmans & Erbe 2004 model), this quote had 

a major influence in how Finland was seen in the European public sphere. 

 

Later, Sanna Marin also appeared in the European public sphere (in the weak form of horizontal 

Europeanisation, a target of claims rather than an active agent) in the German tabloid Bild’s 
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humorous picture cavalcade of the corona masks worn by the top-level Summit negotiators: The 

tabloid divided the leaders according to their masks into three groups of ”the coolest”, ”the 

cheapskates” and ”the topless”, Sanna Marin having the dubious honour of belonging to the latter 

group (Bild 15). Despite the paper’s mock-humorous tone, the discursive representation of the 

leaders was objectifying, shaming and even de-humanising   ̶  a method of de-legitimising the actors 

and challenging their capability to act as agents in their own right (for a wider discussion on de-

humanising see also Risse 2010 or Wodak 2015). 

 

Two-fold framing strategies 

When the difficult Summit negotiations finally came to an end on the 21 July, the leaders all went 

home as winners. All politicians naturally need to balance between foreign and domestic policy 

requirements, and the challenges this entails are often reflected in their public discourses in front of 

the domestic and international audiences. The need to take into account the opinions of the domestic 

electorates could indeed be seen after the Summit when every EU leader faced their domestic 

audiences as winners, downplaying the fact that the result was an agonising compromise and 

stressing the ways in which their national electorates had ”won” in the deal. These national 

discourses in many cases were in stark contrast to the messages given on the pan-European level. 

Pfetsch and Heft (2015) refer to these different rhetorics as two-fold framing strategies (see above 

Chapter 4 for a more detailed discussion), and their research reveals differences between different 

kinds of discursive approaches and frames used by the politicians before pan-European audiences 

compared to their domestic ones. Pfetsch and Heft suggest that these differences often are 

especially prominent the closer the country is to elections.  Indeed, in terms of the discussion on 

economic solidarity between the EU Member States, the approaching parliamentary elections in the 

Netherlands likely played a role in Mark Rutte’s harsh rhetoric on the EU level, where he 

consistently ruled out any possibility of joint EU-level economic support in the form of grants 

(which he called ”charity”) in the run-up to the Summit at the end of July. Similarly, the 

approaching municipal elections in Hungary on 25 October have likely also influenced the 

Hungarian PM Victor Orbán’s public appearances. As the Summit was only the starting point of 

more detailed and laborious discussions on the practical implementation and conditionality 

requirements related to the Recovery Fund, this widely used two-fold framing strategies quickly 

proved problematic when compromise solutions were sought on the pan-European level. These 

attempts at simultaneously retaining the cake and eating it point to the fact that discursive and 

framing strategies used in political discussion and the media work both ways, from national to the 

European level (bottom-up) and vice versa (top-down), affecting politics on both arenas. 
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For example, addressing French audiences in a televised speech on the public channel TF1 (later 

also covered by several French newspapers), President Emmanuel Macron assures his French 

electorates that the European Recovery Fund would not be paid for by the French taxpayers, but it 

would be financed rather by means of EU’s own funds and ”the fiscal union that we have built” 

enabling the introduction of plastic taxes etc (LMO 18). (This isn’t completely accurate: the 

planned plastic tax and the digital levy will form only a part of EU’s own new resources). Clearly 

speaking specifically to the French audiences, President Macron stressed that France was the 3rd 

largest beneficiary of the EU Recovery Fund and that the €750 billion contract was the fruit of 

three-years of Franco-German cooperation, further pointing out that the mutual debt now taken will 

not entail an increase of French debt or French taxes. The theme of solidarity towards other 

European Member States (and the selfishness of the frugals in simply looking after their national 

financial interests) so prominent in Macron’s appearances on the international arenas is not 

mentioned in this context at all. Also La Libération covered the same televised speech, remarking 

that President Macron points out that ”It is money that comes directly from Europe and that we do 

not need to finance … by our taxes.” (LIBÉ 10). This frame of national benefits and money used in 

front of the domestic audiences is evident in both these articles. However, the left-leaning 

Libération also somewhat sarcastically notes that ”there seems to be enough of it [money] for 

everyone apart from the research sector whose share of the 7-year budget has been cut, but it is not 

as if you would need research right now.” (LIBÉ 10).  

 

These appearances before the French national audiences were in stark contrast to the messages 

aimed at the international audiences that very much focused on themes such as mutual solidarity, 

historicalness of the decision to deepen European integration, and the importance of securing the 

future of EU together. For example, in a press conference following the compromise reached by the 

European Council on the 21 July, president Macron stressed ”solidarity, responsibility […] and the 

desire to invest together, allowing us to tackle social, economic and environmental challenges 

facing our Europe” adding that ”It is a historical change for our Europe.”, with a strong emphasis 

on change, solidarity, deepening integration and the efforts and willingness to compromise of all the 

colleagues who committed themselves, together with France and Germany, to the joint decision 

(European Council 21 July 2020, Statement by Emmanuel Macron). Also worth noting is the 

repeated use of ”our Europe”, a sign of an effort at fostering common European identity. After the 

press conference, these phrases were widely quoted by several pan-European and national media 

outlets online (e.g. LMO 2 and several other online media outlets such as Business World, Journal 
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Economico, Reuters, Saudi24news, France24, The Guardian, BBC, Euronews, Wall Street Journal, 

Helsingin Sanomat, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung etc.) At the same time, significantly less 

international attention was given to Macron’s above-mentioned more domestically-oriented 

comments published by the French national media outlets largely focusing of how much France was 

to benefit from the deal. 

 

A similar example of a twofold framing strategy used by politicians (Pfetsch & Heft 2015, 41) can 

be identified in the Finnish public sphere. In the public discussion on EU’s role in fighting the 

economic consequences of the corona pandemic, the international and European media repeatedly 

grouped Finland together with the ”Frugal Four”, i.e. the group of EU member states (Denmark, 

Sweden, Austria and the Netherlands), who strongly and loudly opposed the grant-based support 

(”European solidarity”) part in the joint recovery package proposed by France and Germany and 

endorsed by the European Commission. At the same time, on international arenas Finnish 

politicians have actively strived to present Finland as a country eager to negotiate, open to various 

suggestions and, most importantly, willing to seek consensus and make compromises. Following 

the Franco-German proposal, Finland’s pan-European message on the EU Council meeting was that 

the country would ”take an open stance towards any ideas of a recovery fund” (Minister of EU 

Affairs Tytti Tuppurainen, as quoted by Kauppalehti 22 April 2020), while the minister’s tone was 

changed to (apparent?) surprise a week later on the national level, following the publication of EU 

Commission’s proposal focussing more on grants than loans ( ”The size of the proposal is not in 

line with our initial position” YLE 11). Despite the obvious reluctance on the national level to 

accept a grant-based solution, on the European arena Finland declined to officially/publicly join the 

”Frugal Four” block who openly objected, in the European public sphere, to any joint solution not 

based on loans (as opposed to grants) and who demanded strong conditionality. 

 

In both of the examples above, the framing of the national message is strongly connected to 

economics and money, pointing to the importance the electorates are assessed to put on their own 

purses, which at the end of the day is seen to weigh more than the ”future of Europe” and 

”consensus and mutual solidarity are essential” frames used by the politicians when addressing 

more international pan-European audiences. 

 

The media are often aware of these political strategies, yet it seems that it still is the same quotes 

aimed for international audiences that reverberate throughout the different national public spheres, 

quoted and re-quoted by different MSM and social media outlets, thereby yielding considerable 
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discursive power. The examples above highlight the fact that national audiences in many occasions 

get quite a different picture compared to that painted for the wider audiences. Hence, the 

perspectives and quotes the media outlets choose to stress have a considerable influence in how 

European publicity is constructed. 

 

Opposing voices 

When looking at the visibility of the statements made by the leaders of the Member States or heads 

of European institutions, it is important also to bear in mind that despite their dominance in the 

public spheres, they do not give a complete picture of the public opinion in their respective 

countries nor of the EU citizenry as a whole. Indeed, in all the three countries examined, the 

political opposition loudly contested the issue on the national public arenas. The discussion on the 

Recovery Fund is fundamentally based on the idea of ”us and them” and the limits of solidarity; 

themes that especially the populist parties are adeptly utilising: why help others when there are 

urgent needs also in the domestic sphere? 

 

For example, in France the populist party leader Jean-Marine Le Pen criticised the deal of France 

receiving 40 billion euros from the Recovery Fund only having later to pay pack 66 billion: ”France 

has been taken for a ride! / Les Français ont été roulés dans la farine!” (FIG 28). Using nearly 

identical rhetoric, also the populist Finns party in the Finnish political opposition cried that the 

country had lost its right to self-determination: ”Suomea viedään kuin litran mittaa” (Ville Tavio as 

quoted by IL 21) and further ”It is hard to see that Finland would have gained anything from these 

negotiations.” (Jussi Halla-aho as quoted by YLE 39).  A very similar tone was also used by the 

German tabloid Bild with its headline: ”1 800 000 000 000 Euro! Where exactly does our dosh 

go?” (BILD 9). In this article ”us” is the German taxpayer, and the numerous zeros draw the 

reader’s attention to the massive amount that has to be forked out in the benefit of the ”others”. 

 

The key arguments by the populist parties across the board point to the importance of safeguarding 

national sovereignity and self-determination from the perceived threat posed by supranational 

decision-making and deepening integration. In this discourse, ”the other” consistently is the faceless 

European Union, threateningly grabbing the power from the hands of the nation states. As discussed 

in Chapter 3 above, this reflects the newer political cleavages based on identity and values rather 

than the traditional class divisions, i.e. the so-called GAL-TAN dimension (green-alternative-

libertarian vs traditionalist-authoritarian-nationalist) of politics that in the EU context divides 

citizens especially over issues such as immigration, climate change or deepening integration 
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(Hooghe-and Marks 2009, Hutter and Kriesi 2014). Against the background of the debate on EU 

legitimacy and the future of the Union, an important question is whether these developments might 

lead to growing alienation, further rise of Euroscepticism and re-nationalisation (Grande & Kriesi 

2015). The examples above show how similar the comments used and frames chosen by the 

populist politicians or opposition leaders in different countries are, despite the fact that they seldom 

get transferred across the borders of the nation state, unlike those made by the heads of state or 

government or other leading governmental politicians. (For a wider discussion on populist rhetoric 

methods, see e.g. Taggart 2000 or Wodak 2015.) Nonetheless, a functioning public sphere 

represents a precondition for citizens to formulate informed opinions about the EU, and here the 

media’s role is crucial. 

 

Who gets a voice on the pan-European level? 

Different media have different audiences: populist media frames issues differently from the elite 

media and the pan-European media uses different frames from purely national ones.  This section 

will address, by means of concrete examples, the role of pan-European or transnational media in the 

emergence of a European public sphere in relation to the discussion on the Recovery Fund. 

Generally, the perspectives of pan-European media outlets such as EURACTIV, Politico.eu or 

EuObserver, or the truly international papers such as the Financial Times differ from the 

perspectives of the purely national media outlets.  

 

All in all, the pan-European media with its English-language articles and Eurocentric perspectives 

tends to frame European integration as a fait accompli: there is an underlying tone of inevitable and 

uncontested superiority of European values such as liberalism, democracy, respect for minorities, 

and the Rule of Law. Populist views are portrayed as a dangerous anomaly. This perspective is 

evident for example in an article published by EURACTIV in May on the EP debate on a joint 

declaration to be presented to the Commission on the economic recovery package. Referred to as 

”the lawmakers”, the EP is here portrayed as a key actor in a process leading to Europe’s recovery. 

Interestingly enough, the other key law-making body, the Council, is not mentioned in the article at 

all, so the reader might easily get the impression that the EP is the only law-making institution in 

the EU. On the question of who gets a voice, the journalist has made a decision to include quotes 

from a Greens MEP (”What is at stake here in the reason d’être of the EU, a project launched 

almost 70 years ago with solidarity as a cornerstone,”/Philippe Lamberts), a Renew Europe Group 

MEP (”We will recover together or we will fail individually. This is the choice we have to make, a 

choice to which I hope there is only one obvious answer,” /Dacian Ciolos), and the head of the EPP 
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(”It is not the time for institutional battles, it is the time to guarantee a democratic Europe.” 

/Manfred Weber), i.e. the large pro-integration groups, whereas no Eurosceptic voices were quoted. 

It is of course not surprising that a pan-European pro-European media takes this kind of perspective, 

but it is not conducive to the creation of a common European Public Sphere or a European demos if 

contradictory voices have no similar platform or visibility (EURACTIV 14 May 2020). Similarly, 

another pan-European publication, an Internet paper Politico.eu, discussed (the unwanted) EU 

Member State nationalism during the corona pandemic, bringing up views of people critical of EU’s 

lack of response and solidarity (Politico.eu 30 June 2020). The article quotes for example Richard 

Twomey, a Chief Executive at a Swedish medical device manufacturer: ”So at a time when you 

would have expected Europe to show solidarity and support, everyone became very nationalistic 

and we closed the borders completely”. All in all, during the coronavirus crisis the pan-European 

media outlets have followed the main narrative of European unity and solidarity, with a strong focus 

on exceptional times calling for exceptional measures. The need and want for EU-wide solidarity 

has largely been framed as a necessity in the European level media, and the frames have included 

”the future of EU is at stake”, ”the need to not repeat past mistakes” and ”unified action now 

needed more than ever”. In general, the framing is very much identity-based and the ”us” in this 

discourse consists of the pro-European, liberal actors.  

 

On the pan-European level, the elite mass media plays a major role in global economic governance 

processes. Markus Ojala (2017) maintains that the financial elite media has a lot of influence in the 

transnational public sphere both a transmitter of public opinion to global economic practises and 

policies and the views of decision-makers to the (elite) public audience as well as a concrete arena 

for public discussion and debate. Moreover, Ojala (ibid) suggests that financial media creates and 

maintains power structures and identities (see also Chapter 3 above). These can be seen reflected in 

the powerful role the financial media plays also in the public discussion on the European Recovery 

Fund. For example, an article published by the Financial Times on July 22 can be seen to have 

marked the watershed moment when Finland officially became part of the ”the Frugals”, and the old 

division lines stemming from the times of the euro crisis were confirmed in European public sphere 

(FT 22 July 2020). Rather than focussing on the compromise reached, the article stresses the 

dualistic differences in relation to economic governance between the frugal North and the rest of 

Europe suggesting that ”despite historical EU deal, deep rifts remain”. The Finnish Prime Minister 

Sanna Marin is quoted to snap at the Spanish PM Pedro Sanchez: ”We have leaders around this 

table who moved from nothing to €350bn. What did you do? We have moved. Now it’s your turn”. 

Crucially, the paper assesses that ”this exchange marked the moment when Finland joined the four 
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frugal states determined to scale back EU plans to bankroll Europe’s economic recovery by 

borrowing 750bn in the capital markets and distributing much of it in the form of grants rather than 

loans. … The frugal four became the frugal five. … The situation looked bleak.”  The Finnish PM’s 

quote was promptly circulated in numerous European media outlets and it can be seen to have had a 

major influence on Sanna Marin’s and Finland’s public image in the European public sphere.  The 

different perspectives between the northern and southern states stressed in this excerpt are evident 

also further in the same article, where Emmanuel Macron is quoted to emphasise the importance of 

”a transfer union” remarking that ”This changes everything….These are legitimate transfers. So 

this is indeed a moment of great change for Europe and the eurozone”. In contrast, Mark Rutte, a 

key figure in the frugal alliance, is thereafter quoted to voice a completely opposing view. Asked 

whether the fund was made up of transfers, Mark Rutte bluntly replied: ”No!”, and insisted on the 

temporary nature of the instrument: ”This is a one-off”. So, while France stresses change and the 

completely new direction the integration has taken, the frugals emphasise the conditionality and 

temporality of the compromise. 

 

In this context, very important is also what is not said: Chancellor Angela Merkel (or any other 

prominent German commentator) was not given a voice at all in this article. Noteworthy is also that 

in the article, the negotiated rebates were only discussed in relation to ”the frugals”, i.e. Germany’s 

rebates were not mentioned.  This accentuates the division between ”Us Europeans” (inclusive of 

Germany) and ”the Others” i.e. the frugals (inclusive of Finland), and might reflect the fact that the 

paper did not want to cover Germany’s situation or the country’s stance towards a possible transfer 

union or the conditionality of the planned recovery instrument  ̶  a stance that is more ambivalent 

and moderate than that of ”the frugals” but also more cautious and stability-oriented than that of 

France’s. However, moderation does not fit neatly into the grand narrative of the two opposing 

camps the media so often is keen on maintaining.  

 

Reflecting the powerful role of the Financial Times in the European public sphere, this article was 

later widely quoted by large numbers of other media outlets across the European Union (including 

Helsingin Sanomat, YLE, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, El Pais, La Repubblica, the Guardian, 

Politico.eu and many others). This confirms to Ojala’s (2017) findings highlighting the considerable 

power that media outlets like Financial Times exercise as agenda-setters and opinion-formers in the 

public sphere. Moreover, these kind of influencial elite media play a major role in the formation of 

an epistemic community sharing ”common knowledge” and pursuing the ”common good” within 

the boundaries of their polity (Habermas 1964). This, in turn, is in line with the group identity 
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theory (Tajfel et al 1979), according to which each community has a shared understanding, largely 

based on trust, of what is common knowledge and meaningful and true information. As discussed 

above, a trusted authority’s views are less contested within the community and form the basis of 

what in the public sphere is generally considered to be the ”official truth”. In this case it is evident 

that even the elite media contributes to constructing and maintaining a European narrative of deep 

division lines still cutting through the Member States, with the lines of contestation grounded in 

differing traditions regarding approaches to economic governance, monetary integration and the 

mutualisation of debt. Maintained by the pan-European elite media, this narrative underlining the 

different national traditions and focussing on clashes between the frugals and other Member States 

is extremely powerful and contributes significantly to the tone of discussion in the various national 

public spheres – constituents of the European public sphere. 

 

”The official truth” – the formation of epistemic communities in the public spheres 

As discussed above, in the European public sphere especially pertinent are the comments of the 

leaders of big Member States. In the Recovery Fund negotiations, especially the extremely powerful 

role of the German Chancellor Angela Merkel was prominently reflected in the media coverage 

across the EU and wider international media outlets. For example, when Angela Merkel appears on 

a public arena, the same quotes from her speech often get widely published in different 

transnational and national mainstream media outlets and social  media across the entire EU: the 

pan-European outlets, the international versions of major national newspapers, and domestic media 

in national languages all give ample space for Merkel’s comments. A good example of this 

horizontal Europeanisation (Koopmans & Erbe 2004 model) was Merkel’s speech before the 

European Parliament (EP) on 8 July 2020 – her first in-person appearance on the European arenas 

after the months-long corona lock-down. The same powerful quote by her, ”We must waste no time” 

–  a plea for European solidarity and urgent joint action –  was promptly reverberated across the 

continent, published at the same time among others by EuObserver, Euronews, Politico EU, 

Reuters, BBC World News, France 24, Financial Times, the Guardian, national media such as 

Helsingin Sanomat and YLE in Finland, and interestingly enough also by several media outlets 

outside of Europe such as e.g. the Washington Post and the US News (see references for a list of 

outlets). This transnational flow of communication also reflects Koopman’s (2015) conceptual 

frame of vertical and horizontal claims (see above) that can be seen contributing to the formation of 

a truly European public sphere. Furthermore, it is also an indication of mutual observation and 

inter-referencing between different media outlets that entails a Europeanised perspective on whose 

views are seen as relevant. The cross-border referencing of Merkel’s quote with the frame of haste 
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can thus also be seen as an example of Erbe’s (2005, 2012) notion of ”opinion geography”, and as 

such also an indication of the emergence of a common European public sphere. 

 

Interestingly, German newspapers seemed to make an exception in this case: Die Suddeutsche 

Zeitung, Der Spiegel, and Die Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung did not include this quote or even 

the idea of any haste in their coverage of Merkel’s appearance before the EP. The focus on German 

articles seemed to be rather on the emotional nature of Merkel’s speech and her belief in one 

Europe, and the need she sees to fight the blight of populism together. Merkel and David Sassoli, 

the President of the EP, were both portrayed as giving emotional speeches with a lot of emphasis on 

European unity and solidarity. This example of the somewhat different approach taken by the 

German media compared to the other nations’ media outlets suggests that the European public 

sphere still takes varying forms in different Member States, reflecting the different domestic 

political situation in each country.  

 

When Merkel’s message in different media outlets is studied against Risse’s above-mentioned 

criteria for European community of communication (Risse 2010), four out of the five criteria are in 

this case met. Arguably, the second criteria of similar frames of reference and meaning structures 

may remain unfulfilled here, as the German media takes a different angle to Merkel and the 

understanding of urgency regarding the joint action. The fact that the pressing and normative angle 

is missing in the German media most likely reflects the need to consider the German audience’s 

dissenting views on Merkel’s politics domestically, but it may also reflect more widely the German 

public discussion on European issues in general. Throughout the history of the EU, the German 

political elite have had a strong European identity, and there has traditionally been very little public 

controversy regarding any issues of European integration. The strong elite support for European 

identity has largely stemmed from the need to overcome the German nationalistic and militarist 

past, and in this process, deepening EU integration is seen as the way forward against the threat 

posed by ”the other”, i.e. the country’s own past (see e.g. Risse 2010: 187; also Judt 2010). Today, 

however, nationalistic voices are gaining increasingly more ground also in Germany, for which the 

country’s mainstream parties and the elite have raised concerns.  

 

The fact that quotes like Angela Merkel’s plea for solidarity spread across the continent via 

different quality media outlets is important also in that they have the tendency to become ”the 

official truth”, at least on the elite level. An example of ”opinion geography” (cf. Erbe 2004) 

entailing a Europeanised perspective on whose views are seen as relevant, this kind of transnational 
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flow of communication contributes to the formation of an ”epistemic community”, where a group 

shares an understanding of which information is ”common knowledge”, ”true” and worth 

discussing (cf. Habermas 1964, see also Chapter 3 above). Moreover, this process may further be 

amplified by the homogenisation of different mainstream media systems in Europe that recently 

have increasingly converged towards the Anglo-Saxon Liberal Model of media systems (Hallin and 

Mancini 2004) and that generally reflect liberal (pro-European) values and the dominance of 

financial markets and the elite (financial) media as agenda-setters (see also Ojala 2017).  In this 

context also noteworthy is that today’s media field is characterised by the growing importance of 

online news and social media algorithms that have the tendency of reinforcing the visibility of short 

quotes or ”snapshots” especially by top-level political leaders: this development contributes to the 

formation of certain kinds of ”official” epistemic communities while at the same time silencing 

others. Indeed, to contradict these ”official” messages in the European public sphere requires a very 

loud voice. The difficulty of getting heard is in turn bound to alienate some citizens and contribute 

to the growing polarisation within the media and the news markets: those with more anti-EU 

opinions will find their news sources elsewhere than in the national or European quality media. 

 

6.4. What kind of EU?  

This section examines the empirical material in the light of how the EU is portrayed by the media in 

relation to the Member States. What is the role of supranational EU institutions versus the 

(sovereign) nation states and what kind of publicity the different actors get in the different national 

public spheres. The key question in this regard is what kind of Union the Member States want in the 

future and which level (national or supranational) is responsible for which kinds of actions and 

policies. During the coronavirus crisis, EU-level political response culminated in the July Summit 

and the decision on the European Recovery Fund and the EU’s seven-year budget. A number of 

opinion polls conducted among the EU citizens at the time pointed to a strong public support for 

mutual solidarity, in the form of joint economic response, and the Fund can indeed be seen as an 

emblem of ”solidarity among strangers” in Europe. For the first time in its history, the EU agreed to 

take mutual debt and distribute the funds thus accrued among the Member States, thereby creating a 

de facto transfer union. As to the conditionality and temporality of this arrangement, however, the 

opinions varied considerably, reflecting diverging views on the future of Europe.    

 

Examination of the French sample shows that in the French public sphere, the EU-level negotiations 

are largely depicted as a battle between different nation states while the role of EU institutions is 

only secondary. An especially prominent role is given to the ”dynamic duo” formed by France and 
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Germany who are portrayed as ”the motors of European integration” (eg. LMO 33). Germany’s 

reorientation towards the acceptance of ”mutual solidarity” (epitomised especially by the 

mutualisation of debt) is portrayed by the French media as the final step in what has essentially 

been a longer process culminating in the exceptional July Summit in a deepening federalisation and 

the creation of a fiscal union. In the French public sphere, the arrangement is largely depicted as 

permanent, i.e. the frame of temporality is not salient. Germany has, in this narrative, finally seen 

the light that France has been carrying already for a long time.  

 

As regards the voice of EU institutions, it is to be noted that the European Council (i.e. the EU 

Council meeting in the composition of heads of state or government) is in French mostly not 

referred to as the European Council but rather as ”Les Vingt-Sept”, ”The 27”. While the usage of 

figurative language or metonyms for political institutions is generally characteristic of the French 

political discourse (for example, ”Palais L’Élysée”, or simply ”L’Élysée” is a metonym for the 

President of the Republic and ”Matignon” for the governmental action of the Prime Minister), it can 

be argued that the consistent usage of ”Les Vingt-Sept” instead of the official ”Le Conseil 

Europeen” (or even ”le Sommet européenne”, ”the Summit”) also reflects the French philosophy of 

emphasising national sovereignty and self-determination over supranational decision-making: 

indeed, ”the 27” creates a powerful impression that the most important decisions on the European 

level are made between the heads of state and not by ”Brussels”.  This interpretation would also be 

in line with Brunnermeier’s (Brunnermeier et al  2016:97) view of the French economic tradition 

emphasising the decision-making power of the national governments (as opposed to supranational 

bodies) as well as with Risse’s (2010) argument that in the French self-understanding behind the 

national identity, it has been the French nation state that has brought core European values into 

Europe (see Chapter 3 above). Indeed, the following headlines from the French press all clearly 

emphasise the role of the Union as an entity formed first and foremost by the Member States (and 

most importantly led by France and Germany), highlighting the dominant role of the nation state in 

the Recovery Fund discussions. 

 

- ”Recovery plan: Macron and Merkel at the onslaught of the ”Frugals” (FIG 6) 

- ”Why the European Recovery plan is a small revolution? The Franco-German project for 

mutualisation of debt has been approved late Monday night by the Twenty-seven, following four 

days and four nights of Summit meeting” (LMO 3)  

- ”European recovery plan: the 27 Member States have reached an agreement” (LIBÉ 15) 
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- ”Paris and Berlin have been the motors behind the European recovery plan” (LMO 33) 

  

In these examples, the supranational EU is firmly on the backseat while France and Germany are 

the ones doing the driving. In other words, the European consensus, these headlines suggest, is built 

essentially around the Paris-Berlin axis and the role of the state is strong. The second of the 

headlines above is especially noteworthy in terms of how the actor is framed.  Here, as in numerous 

other French articles examined, the expression ”the 27” clearly denotes the European Council; in 

other words the term refers to a supranational European actor while simultaneously stressing the 

fact that this key decision-making body is formed by the 27 Member States. The same can also be 

seen in another excerpt from Le Monde.  

 

-”The 27, led by the French President and the German [Chancellor], have succeeded in convincing 

the ”Frugals”, if not called the ”Stingy”, to engage with the project leading to a more federal and 

integrated Europe.” (LMO 12).  

 

Further, it should be noted that in this context ”les 27” is depicted as one actor and ”the frugals” 

another: the frugals are at the same time part of the European ”us” as well as a group of ”them”, 

”the other”: 

 

As regards the other European institutions, the French media gives a voice to the European 

Parliament slightly more often than the German or the Finnish media. Several of the French articles 

examined quoted MEP’s and the views of the different parties they represent. The European 

Commission, in turn, is largely portrayed as an ally to Macron and Merkel, who in turn are depicted 

as the leaders of the European Council, with the best knowledge of how the EU should be 

developed in the future. Noteworthy in this context is also that the European Central Bank (ECB) 

has only a minor role in the French public sphere, despite the fact that the Bank is a major player in 

the field of economy and has during the coronavirus crisis contributed significantly to the EU-level 

response measures. This relatively insignificant role of the ECB in the public discussion around the 

EU’s joint response perhaps reflects the fundamentally political nature of the Recovery Fund, based 

more on political considerations than on ”pure” economic figures or legal rationale. It may also be a 

reflection of the relatively strong role of the state in the economic response to the pandemic: the 

growing government indebtedness and the easing of the requirements of the Stability and Growth 

Pact point to a strengthening role of fiscal authorities in comparison to the monetary ones. 
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Similarly to the French public sphere, also the German sample points to a strong emphasis on the 

role of the Franco-German tandem at the cost of EU institutions. All of the German media outlets 

examined portrayed Merkel and Macron as the key leading figures in the negotiation process. 

However, compared to the French approach, in the German public sphere also the European 

Commission and the European Council had more discursive influence: the limelight of publicity 

often turned especially towards the Commission President Ursula Von der Leyen and the Council 

President Charles Michel. This is highlighted for example in the following headlines:  

 

- ”Von der Leyen describes the Summit deal as a bitter pill to swallow.”  (FAZ 5) 

- ”Charles Michel: The magic of the European project is still there.” (FAZ 13) 

- ”The head of the EU Council Michel proposes a compromise for the financial disagreement.”  

(SPGL 9) 

 

Especially the last example is a key indicator of strong vertical Europeanisation (cf. the model by 

Koopmans & Erbe 2004): The EU Council, speaking with the voice of its president, is depicted here 

as a powerful supranational actor, capable and willing to speak on behalf of the entire European 

Union. Even the tabloid Bild that in general has a comparatively strong national perspective 

regularly quotes both Von der Leyen and Charles Michel, in the body of texts if not at the headline 

level. These references to the heads of the Commission and the Council depict the EU as a strong 

claim-maker and are also a prominent indication of vertical Europeanisation.  

 

Even though the strong role of the national leaders in the public sphere is counterbalanced to some 

degree by the discursive power yielded by the heads of the European Commission and the Council, 

the European Parliament in contrast is rarely portrayed as a strong actor or claim-maker in the 

Recovery Fund discussions. A fitting example of this is an article published by FAZ discussing at 

length the historical agreement made by the Member States in the July Summit. Quoting several 

European leaders, the article emphasises what a victory for Europe the deal was. It is only towards 

the very end of the long article that the EP is mentioned at all, and even then it is only stated in 

passing that the deal still requires the approval of this (seemingly comparatively insignificant) 

European institution (FAZ 19). Essentially, the discursive power in the German public sphere leans 

heavily towards the leaders of the Member States and, to a lesser extent, to the Commission and the 

EU Council, while the EP hardly gets a voice. 
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The Finnish public sphere, in turn, differs somewhat from those in France and Germany in terms of 

how the EU and its institutions are portrayed. Even though Merkel and Macron enjoy considerable 

discursive influence also in the Finnish public sphere, also the supranational EU level actors get a 

voice, and a comparatively stronger one than in the German and French media fields.  In the Finnish 

material, the power of the nation state to influence EU decision-making is seen weaker than in the 

French and German samples. The EU in turn is consistently portrayed as an independent claim-

maker consisting of strong supranational institutions such as the Council, representing 27 equal 

Member States, and the Commission, responsible for executive actions on the European level. The 

role of the European Parliament, however, appears rather marginal also here: only two of the 

articles in the sample gave a voice specifically to the (Finnish) MEPs (YLE 52 and HS 32, 

respectively). The MEPs comments reveal the same line of contestation as in the Finnish public 

sphere at large: the Finns party are against increasing EU competencies while the other parties 

support European cooperation.  

 

Despite the comparatively stronger role of the supranational EU institutions in the Finnish sample, 

also the national Finnish perspective is strongly emphasised, This is evident even though Finland is 

not generally portrayed in the media as a strong claim-maker in the EU, especially when compared 

to the framing of France and Germany in their respective national public spheres. Moreover, in 

contrast to the German and the French public spheres that display strong interdiscursivity and a 

considerable number of communicative linkages creating a dense bilateral network of cross-

references across the borders of the two nation states, the Finnish material frequently focusses more 

narrowly on the Finnish situation only. In general, Finland is seen by the Finnish journalists as 

separate from what is depicted to be the core European arenas. In other words, in the Finnish public 

sphere, ”Us” is not the same as the EU. This is reflected in headlines such as ”Did Finland succeed 

in the EU negotiations, will the EU now turn into a federal state? (IL 11)” and ”Can the EU soon 

impose taxes on us? The proposal to be published today will make Finland face some hard 

decisions. (HS  5)”. These examples suggest that collective European identity and a feeling of ”us 

Europeans” is stronger in France and Germany than in Finland, who in many Finnish articles is 

portrayed as standing alone outside any blocks of countries or neighbourly help and not being part 

of the core of the Union. This will be discussed in more detail in the following section. 

 

6.5. Collective identity, ”us” versus ”them”, ”othering”    

In this section, the empirical material will be studied against the concept of collective European 

identity. The key question in this regard is how ”Europeanness” in constructed in the different 
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public spheres and to what extent does it point towards collective European identity. As discussed 

above, group identity is constructed in relation to others, the ”we” always entails an understanding 

of ”the other” not belonging to this group. (e.g. Tajfel et al 1979, Risse & Van de Steeg 2003, Van 

de Steeg 2002, Risse 2010; 2015). The question of who is ”us” and who is ”them” in the discussion 

on the European Recovery Fund is pertinent in that it has to do with issues of trust, the boundaries 

of the in-group and the sense of belonging. As a democratic polity needs to have a citizenry with at 

least some sense of shared identity (a prerequisite for ”solidarity among strangers”), the question of 

European identity is crucial in terms of the future direction of the Union: With whom do the people 

feel to ”be in the same boat”? Who is in and who is out?  For whom are people willing to make 

sacrifices for?  

 

In the public discussion around the European Recovery Fund, the main division line and source of 

contestation cuts across different national understandings of the concepts of debt, fiscal transfers 

and solidarity/liability.  Indeed, the media across the continent quickly adopted the term ”the 

Frugals” in order to refer to the group of countries calling for stronger conditionality for the 

implementation of the Fund, lower level for the EU budget, and higher share of loans instead of 

grants in the composition of the Fund. The term is not neutral, and the essentially derogatory nature 

of the concept is reflected in many articles that place the frugals (”them”) in a camp opposite to 

what are portrayed as rational thinkers (”us”) standing on the side of solidarity (an important 

concept in the history of the European Union and one of core EU values), the unity of the EU and 

ultimately its future. In terms of Finland, important is also what is not said. In the German and 

French public spheres, Finland is mentioned almost solely in connection with the frugal countries, 

and even though its status as an outer member of the core frugal group is often constructed by 

means of attributes such as ”the Frugals and their close ally Finland” or ” the stingy countries as 

well as Finland” or the ”countries of the North calling themselves virtuous” (implying all Nordic 

countries), Finland clearly is labelled as one of the frugals, even though not interesting enough for 

the German or French journalists to try and explore why Finland is only an outer member. The 

French and German media simply took it as a fact that Finland followed the same underlying 

approach (in relation to economic governance) as the frugal countries, suggesting that the two 

”camps” formed at the time of the euro crisis were still there (See Chapter 1).   

 

In the French articles studied, a clear majority included Finland in the ”club de radins” or ”les 

frugaux” (”club of stingies” or ”frugals”). In Le Monde, a total of 8 articles included Finland in the 

frugal group, compared to 5 that did not. In La Libération, 5 articles counted Finland as one of the 
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frugals, 4 did not. In Le Figaro, 4 articles mentioned Finland together with the frugals, 8 did not. 

However, of those not mentioning Finland, the other frugals were not mentioned separately either. 

Thus, 17 French articles out of the total of 34 including the frame of frugals placed Finland 

explicitly in the frugal camp. 

 

Similarly, in the German articles studied, a majority of the papers grouped Finland together with the 

frugals, often even making shortcuts by referring to the ”Frugal Five” instead of the ”Frugal Four 

plus Finland”.  In Bild, 5 articles talked about ”the Frugal Five”, 1 of ”the Frugals”. Der Spiegel 

grouped Finland once together with the frugals. Interestingly, though, compared to the other media 

outlets examined, in Der Spiegel the frame of frugals did not stand out to the same extent as in the 

other German media outlets examined. In FAZ, Finland was depicted as one the Frugal Five in 6 of 

the articles. Thus, a total of 12 German articles placed Finland explicitly in the frugal camp. 

 

It emerges from the material that in terms of discursive power, not all frugal leaders have an equal 

standing in the German and French public spheres. While Sebastian Kurz is interviewed at length 

by both French and German media and thus portrayed as an equal actor with an own voice, Mark 

Rutte is generally only quoted shortly, while the leaders of the Nordic countries have virtually no 

voice at all. From the perspective of the northern countries, then, there is only limited 

interdiscursivity and the northern actors largely appear in the European public sphere as targets of 

claims, only rarely recognised as equal participants or claim-makers in the transnational debates. 

 

In contrast to the French and German narratives, many governmental level politicians in Finland 

actively promoted the grand narrative of Finland as a constructive partner with an equal standing in 

the European arenas. For example, commenting on the Summit negotiations Prime Minister Sanna 

Marin stated that: ”Finland did not want to join any blocks, cooperation was more important. (YLE 

37)”, the Minister of European Affairs Tytti Tuppurainen maintained that: ”It is clear that Finland 

needs to jointly look for solutions, be a constructive party and a centre-field player. We will not 

draw strict red lines but rather are ready to search for a compromise. (HS 11)”, while the Minister 

of Financial Affairs Matti Vanhanen pacified the Finnish electorates with a Habermasian tone: 

”Solutions always come through compromises. Finland has set reasonable targets for negotiations. 

I myself believe that in the end rationality prevails. (YLE 27)”. This points to the fact that in the 

Finnish public sphere, the top-level politicians actively promote the role of Finland as a constructive 

and equal partner in the European negotiations, thereby also contributing to the construction of a 

common European identity and a sense of ”us Europeans” amongst the Finnish citizens. 
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6.6. Grand narratives and frames in the three national public spheres examined 

Meaningful transnational communication is possible only if the speakers mutually recognise and 

understand the meanings of different frames (Risse 2010, 2015).  Following this, one of the key 

indicators for Europeanisation of public spheres is the framing of issues discussed: the key 

questions addressed in this regard are whether there are common frames of reference and common 

meaning structures addressed in the different national public spheres (Risse 2015, following Eder 

and Kantner 2000) or claims made across borders (Koopmans and Statham 2010). In other words, 

frames are a way of examining to what extent the different national public spheres cover the same 

(European) themes, debated at the same time and with similar levels of attention (See also Risse’s 

(2010) list of key indicators above). 

 

Examination of the empirical material points to some differences between the three national public 

spheres in relation to the framing of the European Recovery Fund. In the German public sphere, the 

dominant frame emerging from the material is the importance of the unity of Europe, in France the 

dominant frame is European solidarity and the urgency of acting together, while in Finland the 

dominant frames are the need to be cooperative but also the need to respect the wordings of EU 

Treaties and the national budgetary autonomy. In this context, common to all three public spheres 

are the frames of mutual debt and money transfers between the Member States and the 

conditionality related to the application of this kind of funding. In this context, a specific question is 

Angela Merkel’s change of heart over these issues. Essentially, the public discussion in all the 

countries revolves around the question of what kind of Europe do we want in the future? 

 

Especially two key frames have been chosen for closer qualitative scrutiny: the frame of solidarity 

(in the form of joint economic coordination) and the frame of Germany’s change of course 

regarding EU as a debt union. These frames were selected due to their key importance in terms of 

the future direction of the Union. Looking at these frames in different public spheres helps to 

understand to what extent the Member States share an understanding of what kind of solidarity  ̶   

epitomised in the cooperation on the EU level  ̶  is called for as well as how Germany, as arguably 

the biggest economic power within the Union, is depicted by the media in this process. However, 

the analysis is not limited to these two frames only. 

 

This analysis of the national frames and the Europeanisation of public spheres draws on the model 

created by Koopmans & Erbe (2004) highlighting signs of vertical and horizontal Europeanisation 
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as well as Risse’s set of basic indicators or conditions for Europeanisation of public spheres 

discussed above in Chapter 4 (Koopmans & Erbe 2004, Koopmans & Statham 2010, Risse 2010 

and 2015, see also Risse and Van de Steeg’s 2003 and Van de Steeg 2002). A special focus shall be 

put on identifying from the material features of the following three of Risse’s indicators for 

Europeanisation:  

- there is cross-border interdiscursivity and a growing presence of European actors (horizonal 

and vertical), 

- speakers are recognised as legitimate participants in the transnational debates; and  

- there is issue salience and issues discussed are framed as common concerns for Europeans. 

 

Examining the sampled material as a whole, the following grand narratives emerge on the national 

levels.  

 

France – frames and grand narratives 

In the French media, the Recovery Fund is largely presented as President Macron’s idea the value 

of which also Germany finally in the course of events understood. The agreement reached by the 

European Council at the end of July is depicted as a natural step in a longer process towards 

deepening EU integration and part of the cooperation between France and Germany that started 

already years ago. The bilateral meeting between Merkel and Macron in the Meseburg Castle in 

June 2020 is mentioned as a crucial turning point in the negotiation process culminating in the end 

in the acceptance of mutual debt. Germany is seen to lend authority and credibility to what 

essentially was a French initiative, and together these two countries form the core of modern and 

progressive Europe. This perspective is clearly visible in headlines such as: ”In the Meseberg 

Castle, the Merkel-Macron duo displayed their proximity. (LMO 8)”, or”France and Germany lay 

the foundations for European recovery. (LMO 10)”.  These and a number of other articles present 

Germany and France as the key leaders of European integration, standing together in the frontline of 

the battle for a better Europe. 

 

In the French public discussion, it is France and Germany who (finally) share a vision and an 

understanding of how the EU is to be developed, and they are frustrated with the smaller countries’ 

narrow and nationalistic perspectives and their slowness with acting in unison in a situation calling 

for rapid joint reaction. Moreover, solidarity in the form of joint economic coordination is depicted 

as a self-evident European value, a norm and a necessity in this situation, where any deviation from 

this core EU value should be separately justified. 
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The French grand narrative is very much based on the underlying assumption that the northern 

Member States have benefited more from the economic and monetary union and the euro than the 

southern states. This is in line with Brunnermeier et al’s (2016) and Hacker & Koch’s (2017) 

descriptions of dualistic economic traditions or models playing a major role in the EU economic 

governance and joint coordination (financial solidarity) discussed above in Chapter 1. In the French 

public sphere, the division lines are prominent and ”the frugals” are generally portrayed as selfish 

countries not willing to show solidarity and develop the EU further along with the enthusiasm and 

vision of France and Germany. Luckily, the French media suggests, the frugals are so small and 

carry so little weight that they eventually have to act rationally and agree to the Franco-German 

master plan, when given enough money in return. (see e.g.  LMO 32, LIBÉ 8). The Eastern 

European countries as ”the Other” have a much less visible role in this discourse. Also invisible is 

the Finnish public discussion on the interpretation of EU Treaties or the no-bailout principle in 

relation to the Recovery Fund, the EU budget and the mutualisation of debt. 

 

”There are no alternatives, there is no time” 

Also notable is the lack of viable alternatives to the Franco-German-Commission proposal, 

presented as a necessity without which ”the world will come to an end” and reflected for example in 

commentaries such as ”After having looked so closely ‘into the abyss’, to quote the Commission 

President Ursula Von der Leyen, the EU has not been able to find a common path: what better way 

to do this than close ranks now when the hazards are still there and it is so cold outside? In simple 

words: this is called solidarity. (LMO 13)”. The ”problem” in this narrative, are the frugals who are 

portrayed as standing between the EU and salvation, unable to see how the southern Member States 

have suffered more from the crisis due to the large share of tourism in their GDPs and the fact that 

their health care systems have been considerably weakened by the austerity measures unfairly 

imposed on them by supranational forces after the euro crisis. In this light, the demands made by 

the frugals are seen to be ”absurd” (LMO 13). 

 

These recurrent frames of lack of options and the great haste with finding a joint solution are 

problematic in terms of democracy. For example, there was only limited time for discussion on 

whether EU-level taxation is something the citizens really want and approve of. Especially in 

President Macron’s speeches EU taxation is depicted as a natural and almost inevitable step in the 

integration process and entirely separate for example from national tax collection: the French 

taxpayers’ burden they would not increase. In terms of democratic processes, noteworthy is also 
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what is not said: no estimated calculations on the possible effects of the Recovery Package were 

published at the time of the Summit negotiations, and the detailed contents of the counter proposal 

to the Franco-German suggestion made by the frugal countries got very little coverage in the 

German or French media.  The frame of haste was dominant also here and the frugal countries were 

seen to delay what in the French mainstream media was depicted as necessary and inevitable 

process towards more solidarity and deepening integration. During the process, the initial point-

blank reluctance of the frugals turns into cautious acceptance of the idea of mutual debt, but from 

the French perspective the frugals still do not see the light of modernity and unnecessarily keep on 

delaying the inevitable. As La Libération puts it: ”There no longer is contestation over 

mutualisation of debt that was a taboo at the beginning of the Covid-19 crisis. However, the 

delaying strategies of certain Member States compromise the success of the European plan. (Libé 

14)”. 

 

Decision-making without sufficiently open and equal public deliberation could perhaps be seen as a 

step backwards to the times of ”permissive consensus” (e.g. Hooghe and Marks 2009; Hutter & 

Kriesi 2019) and also the rise of power of the big states, most notably France and Germany, whose 

recovery proposal (drafted behind closed doors) was quickly presented as the only possibility, only 

in need of a little fine-tuning by means of concessions to some smaller (less significant) countries. 

Even though the French media did suggest that the European Parliament had a say in the process, 

the EP got only a little coverage while the role of especially the major Member States was 

emphasised. This kind of decision-making runs the risk of alienating some citizens, most notably 

those with more critical perspectives on the EU integration, and may contribute to growing 

polarisation and erosion of the unity of the EU.  

 

”Us core Europeans” versus ”the Others” 

As France and Germany in the French narrative represent the ”True Europeans”, a distinction is 

made between these core EU countries plus their advocates who stand on the side of solidarity, and 

”The Other” consisting of the four ”frugal” Member States and their close ally Finland, who 

”stingily” guard their money. In the French public sphere, the distinction between ”us” and ”them” 

is based on the countries’ different approaches to financial transfers, fiscal integration and in this 

case most notably mutual debt. This distinction clearly has its roots in the euro crisis and the rift 

that emerged between the two camps formed by the northern and southern Member States at the 

time (see Chapter 1). Indeed, in the summer of 2020, the French media consistently draws the 

readers’ attention to the deep rift between the wealthier and the poorer countries, the frugal and the 
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solidary, and the progressive and the backward-looking, divided especially over their different 

approaches towards supporting the weak. Compared to the times of the euro crisis, however, this 

time Germany’s role is different: the French media now paints a picture of Germany that has finally 

understood the importance of solidarity and joined France in the cooperation leading towards 

progress and deepening integration.  As the newspaper La Libération puts is: ”There’s a fierce 

battle between the ”frugal states” and the Franco-German couple. (Libé 17)”. Similarly, also Le 

Monde reinforces the rift between ”us” and ”them” with headlines such as: ”Macron and Merkel’s 

European solidarity plan faces reluctance among the ”Frugal” countries. (LMO 9)”. This battle is 

framed to be first and foremost about national selfishness and lack of solidarity on the part of the 

wealthy northern countries. In this narrative, ”Us” is firmly France and Germany, and ”Them” the 

frugal countries.  

 

As the July negotiations proceeded, a second division line emerged, this time between those 

advocating the tying of the Rule of Law Mechanism to the distribution of the common funds and 

those objecting to this. However, in the French public sphere this issue, the frame of respect for the 

core EU values, did not appear as salient as the other frame related to mutual debt, fiscal transfers 

and solidarity. The public discussion in France was to a large extent focussed on financial solidarity 

and the urgency of reaching an agreement on the recovery plan, seen crucial for the survival of the 

worst-hit countries and the unity of the European Union. This perspective is clearly reflected, for 

example, in an article published by La Libération right after the Summit, focussing on the victory of 

Franco-German-led Europe against ”the other” formed by the ”frugals”, contemptuous of solidarity, 

and only to a lesser extent Hungary and Poland, contemptuous of the rule of law principle. Here, 

too, the main dividing line concerns financial benefits: the paper suggests that the frugals’ 

acceptance to the urgently needed joint European deal was bought with rebates. The article 

describes how contestation was based on different conceptions of Europe and adds that President 

Macron is glad to say that ”together with the Chancellor [Merkel] we have always been on the side 

of ambition and cooperation….When Germany and France come together, they may not be able to 

do everything, but if they do not come together, nothing is possible. (Libé 15)”. This framing 

simultaneously implies that ”the other” are not on the side of ambition and cooperation. Similarly, 

also Le Monde suggests that ”the recovery plan was initially blocked by the frugals” (plus Finland) 

(LMO 17), and that ”the Dutch PM bore a huge responsibility in terms of European recovery” 

(LMO 19), but that in the end ”it was the Franco-German initiative that prevailed with Merkel and 

Macron being able to safeguard what was essential, even if the decision was only reached at the 

price of some major concessions” (LMO 2). 
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Regarding ”the Other”, a vast majority of the French articles examined include Finland in the frugal 

group, or rather mention Finland separately as an ally to the ”frugals”, placing the country together 

with the camp opposing modernity, cooperation, forward-looking approach, solidarity and 

deepening integration. Around the July Summit, Hungary and Poland were not as strongly 

portrayed as ”the Other” in the French public sphere. Rather, it was Mark Rutte, the leader of the 

”frugals”, who was widely depicted to stand in the way of enlightenment, mutual solidarity and a 

better Europe, and with him, the other stingy advocates of Rutte’s policies. Portrayed in colourful 

language as the ”villain of the story” (FIG 8, FIG10) ”armwrestling with the EU” (LMO 14), and 

”the most frugal of the frugals” (FIG 15) demanding that structural changes be made in the southern 

countries (LMO 20), Mark Rutte was largely assigned the role of a stonewaller, preventing progress 

and the natural course of integration. Despite the fact that the majority of French journalists 

generally made their own interpretations of the Dutch PM’s views and he most often appeared as a 

target of claims, it is to be noted that Mr Rutte also did occasionally get a voice in the French press, 

even if only in the form of short quotes, denoting the weak variant of horizontal Europeanisation 

(cf. Koopmans & Erbe 2004). 

 

The personification of Mark Rutte as the key opponent of deepening integration was further 

strengthened when the negotiations proceeded and the issue of the Rule of Law conditionality came 

to the fore. Rutte, speaking for his country, was often presented in the French media as the only one 

with strict demands concerning the Rule of Law mechanism. For example, Finland’s stance on this 

issue was all but invisible in the French public sphere. 

 

However, even though the French public sphere largely presents the frugals as obstacles in the path 

towards a better future for Europe, the media does seem to have some understanding also for the 

domestic challenges of the frugal countries: it is noted at least in a few articles that the feeling of 

having to pay for other people’s debt might lead to the risk of rising populism or nationalism in the 

frugal states. Even though not addressed directly by the media, it is implied that this kind of 

development might in turn, lead to growing polarisation and fragmentation within the EU (in line 

with Grande & Kriesi 2015 and Risse 2015, 163). 

 

Finally, as Risse (2010) points out, when examining the Europeanisation of public spheres 

interesting is also what is not said. The French public sphere generally presented the Recovery Fund 

negotiations as a battle between the ”frugals” and the ”liberal and progressive Europe” and the final 
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compromise as a deal where the frugals’ acceptance was bought by giving them more rebates. 

Money, in a way, is placed against solidarity. In this narrative, Germany is often left out or its role 

downplayed, even though the country is also one of the net receivers of rebates. This likely reflects 

the French attempts to tie Germany closer together with France (”us true Europeans”) while 

emphasising the differences between ”the core EU countries” and ”the Other” formed by the 

frugals. 

 

”Yes, but”  ̶  conditional solidarity 

In general, some attempts at understanding the frugals’ perspectives and their domestic challenges 

(threat of rising populism etc) can be identified in the French articles, but the coverage is uneven. 

Even though the two leading figures in the frugal group get a voice  ̶  the Austrian Chancellor 

Sebastian Kurz is personally interviewed (reflecting the strong variant of horizontal 

Europeanisation in the Koopmans & Erbe 2004 model) and both Kurz and Mark Rutte are often 

quoted (if only briefly) in the French media  ̶  the French journalists tend to made their own 

interpretations of the situation. When quoted by the French press, Kurz and Rutte (as well as the 

other frugal leaders) are in many cases portrayed advocating a kind of ”yes, but -solidarity” 

stressing that certain conditions have to be met in order for these countries to be willing to help 

those in need. The selection and publishing of specifically these kinds of quotes emphasising the 

conditionality of solidarity can be seen to highlight both the French certitude of the necessity of 

reaching a joint solution and committing to solidarity and the reluctance of the frugal leaders to 

accept it unconditionally. This is shown repeatedly: for example in Le Monde Mark Rutte is quoted 

saying that ”Solidarity, yes…but at the same time these countries [in Southern Europe, especially 

Italy and Spain] need to be required to do everything they can that next time they will be able solve 

their own problems themselves; and this can done by reforming the labour markets and pension 

systems.” (LMO 17). In the same article, Sebastian Kurz continues along the same lines by saying 

that: ”Of course we want to show solidarity, but we also need to bear in mind the interests of 

Austrian tax-payers. (LMO 17)”. These examples show that the frame of solidarity is pivotal and 

highly salient in the French public sphere. What is crucial is that also the leaders of the frugal 

countries understand this importance: there is issue salience and issues discussed are framed as 

common concerns for Europeans (cf. Risse 2010, 2015).  

 

None of the leaders of the northern frugal states (including Finland) got any significant media 

attention in France, with the possible exception of the Swedish Minister of Financial Affairs 

Magdalena Andersson who waw given a voice in the French public sphere in a lengthy interview 
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conducted by Le Monde. Stating that ”We also see the Recovery Fund as necessary, but not without 

any conditions at all.” (LMO 23) also Minister Andersson reinforces this narrative of conditional 

”yes, but -solidarity” when explaining the challenges these European solutions entail in Sweden. 

The interview is a prime example of the strong variant of horizontal Europeanisation with genuine 

dialogue between the two Member States (cf. Koopmans & Erbe 2004). However, the choice of 

questions reveals some rather strong French presumptions. Already the first question sets the tone 

for the interview: ”You are against the Franco-German recovery plan. What bothers you about it?”, 

and the questions that follow reinforce the juxtaposition and the idea of two camps further: 

”Wouldn’t it be time now to show solidarity?” Not provoked, Andersson explains the Swedish 

rationales, her practically oriented statements seeming to represent the stances of the entire Nordic 

corner of the frugal countries. Even though not explicitly stated, the story implies that the other 

northern frugals, including Finland, are in the same boat and share Andersson’s thoughts. It is 

noteworthy, though, that at the end of the interview the journalist draws the readers’ attention to 

similarities between France and Sweden, pointing out that also in Sweden the authorities worry for 

the rise of Euroscepticism that might threaten the legitimacy of the EU. Moreover, Le Monde 

without hesitation also shares the awkward story of a Swedish mask delivery that was shipped to 

Italy and Spain at the height of the coronavirus crisis but blocked at the French border, causing 

considerable friction between the two countries and casting the French sanctimonious demands for 

European-wide solidarity under somewhat questionable light. As a whole, examined in the light of 

Risse’s basic set of indicators for Europeanisation of the national public spheres, it can be argued 

that this interview represents a situation where there is genuine cross-border interdiscursivity, the  

issues discussed are framed as common concerns for Europeans, and the speakers are recognised as 

legitimate participants in the transnational discussion: all in all a clear sign of strong 

Europeanisation.  

 

The fact that the interviewee was the finance minister rather than e.g. the prime minister fits the 

French narrative of the key division line formed by different approaches to economic governance. 

This rather strong narrative in the French public sphere can be seen to reflect the overarching 

presumption that the northern countries have profited from the economic and monetary union and 

the single currency much more than the southern states, but yet, unlike the other European countries 

led by Germany and France, are now more reluctant to show solidarity, develop the Union further 

and accept deepening integration. As comparatively small countries, however, the frugals are in the 

French narrative generally expected eventually to budge in the face of the demands by the bigger 

and more powerful states, when given enough money in the form of rebates as compensation. 
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However, despite the strong dominance of the frames of solidarity, mutual debt and the need for 

fiscal cooperation, some articles also offered other explanations for why solidarity might be 

challenging. For example, La Libération noted that the arguments may not always be purely 

economic but also democratic: the paper points out that as the German citizens have no control over 

Spanish expenses, they cannot be held responsible for them (LIBÈ 12). 

 

As regards the Finnish voice in the French public sphere, Finland got even less attention than its 

neighbouring Sweden. Neither Sanna Marin nor any other Finnish politician was directly 

interviewed by the French media (strong variant of horizontal Europeanisation, following the model 

by Koopmans & Erbe 2004) and therefore the country’s views were left to be interpreted via the 

French journalists’ lenses (weak variant of horizontal Europeanisation, following the model by 

Koopmans & Erbe 2004). The only direct quote from Sanna Marin identified in the empirical 

sample was published by Le Monde towards the end of the Summit negotiations. The title of the 

article refers to the rule of law conditionality, but the contents of the article are again very much 

focussed on the issue of money and fiscal cooperation. Starting with the rule of law conditionality, 

the article frames Mark Rutte’s Netherlands as the main (and almost sole) opponent to the swift 

implementation of the Recovery Fund, with his strict demands for conditionality and the linking of 

the EU budget to the deal. In this context, Finland is invisible. However, Finland is mentioned later 

in the article, with Sanna Marin getting a voice in what the paper yet sees as a more positive context 

compared to Rutte’s demands: ”There is still a lot to be done. The total sum needs to be reduced 

and a better balance between grants and loans found, tweeted her [Marin]. (LMO 20)”. In this 

discourse, again, Finland is firmly grouped together with the frugal block. Interestingly, this is often 

reflected also in the visual images selected by the French journalists that in many cases show Sanna 

Marin together with the leaders of the ”officially” frugal states. 

 

The Finnish leaders hardly got a voice in the central European public spheres, but the fact that the 

frame of solidarity so prominent in the French and German public spheres had so little salience 

within the Finnish public sphere points to a weaker level of Europeanisation. Even though the same 

theme was touched upon in the public discussion in Finland, the focus was on liability and burden-

sharing rather than on solidarity, so the meaning-structures were not congruent. 

 

Angela Merkel’s U-turn  

Regarding the framing of Germany and Angela Merkel’s perceived U-turn in terms of the country’s 

approach to mutualisation of debt within the EU, several media outlets published surmise on the 
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possible reasons behind Merkel’s new position, trying to understand and explain why Germany 

(compared to the times of the euro crisis) now decided to turn 180 degrees and ”suddenly become 

Keynesian”, making allowances in order to be able to follow in France’s footsteps. (e.g. LMO 6, 

LIBÉ 6, LIBÉ 12, FIG 1 etc.) 

 

For example, Le Figaro estimates that it was Macron who managed to turn Merkel’s head and make 

Germany abandon its old taboos related to mutual debt  ̶  previously so tightly anchored to the 

German perception of Europe  ̶   and finally agree to financial solidarity that will mark a new stage 

in the construction of Europe (FIG 1). Stressing especially the French initiative in this process, the 

caption beneath the main photo in the article depicts Macron talking and Merkel listening. 

Similarly, also Le Monde (LMO 3) talks about ”a small revolution” the European Recovery plan 

entails in that it gives more budgetary power to the Commission (barring acceptance of national 

parliaments) and that the joint debt (a tool of solidarity) denotes a clear step towards a transfer 

union. Furthermore, the paper assesses that even though the mechanism is planned to be temporary, 

”history has shown that when this kind of political step has been taken, it will not be reversed, 

assesses a French diplomat” (LMO 3). 

 

At the end of the difficult Summit negotiations, and accentuating the division lines between the 

”frugals” (plus Finland) and the rest of Europe led by the Franco-German tandem, Le Monde 

estimated that Merkel had considered especially the major risks caused by the difficult economic 

situation to the stability of the internal market and the euro, therefore converting to accepting 

common debt (”Facing a risk of significant disruptions of the internal market and the euro, the 

Chancellor has converted to support this mutual debt” LMO 2).  While stressing change and the 

new direction the European cooperation is taking, the French paper still acknowledges the fact that 

Merkel did not fully share Macron’s enthusiasm in relation to the ”historicalness of the decision” 

but rather expressed ”her great relief in that Europe has shown that it can still act together”. 

Moreover, according to the same article, Merkel emphasised that the ”painful concessions given to 

the Frugals were made in the spirit of a compromise”. The paper stresses that this compromise was 

mostly about money, in the form of rebates that France would like to abolish, stressing though that 

in this case Germany’s rebate did not grow, in contrast to those given to the frugals (LMO 2).  In 

the same vein, Le Monde (LMO 4) assesses that ”the severity of the crisis has made Merkel re-

consider her position” [to solidarity and joint debt], while the frugals, and Finland, have done ”all 

they can to cut down the ambitious targets of the European recovery plan – and to profit more from 

the deal financially, adds a diplomatic source”. The not even so subtle implication here, naturally, 
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is that unlike Germany, the frugals do not see the severity of the crisis but have mainly focussed on 

their own interests. ignoring the need for solidarity. At the height of the Summit, facing the 

resistance of the frugal block, ”even Angela Merkel’s personal revolution [having previously so 

long objected to the mutualisation of debt] was not enough to create miracles (LMO 5)”.  

Accentuating that it was essentially President Macron who turned Merkel’s head on this issue, La 

Libération writes that this ”vital European somersault” was the result of the rise of nationalism and 

more generally populism (LIBÉ 6). Also a factor, the French paper estimates, were geopolitical 

threats (LIBÉ 12). Expressing her satisfaction with the final results of the July Summit, Merkel 

herself is quoted to say that ”exceptional situations call for extraordinary measures (LIBÉ 4).”. 

 

At the same time, Le Monde’s foreign correspondents stationed in Berlin assess that opinion polls 

and German media coverage suggest that the Germans want to help fellow EU Member States 

(LMO 6). According to a lengthy and detailed article written by the correspondents, it took Merkel 

a while to ponder over things (as usually), but in the end she understood that at stake were the 

stability of the euro area and the entire future of the EU. According to Le Monde, other factors 

important to Merkel’s Germany may have been the one-off nature of the recovery package and the 

EU-level guarantees to the joint debt: especially important is that it will not be Germany 

guaranteeing other countries debt but the European Union, estimates Le Monde. In this context, key 

words are ”exceptional” and ”temporary”. Regarding the voices of reason and what is portrayed as 

economic-rational argumentation, the French media favours those economists and politicians who 

advocate solidarity, mutual debt and cross-border transfers. Le Monde’s foreign correspondents 

assess that: ”it makes no economic sense to stubbornly maintain budgetary balance in a situation 

where the interest rates are below the economic growth rates”. To support this claim the paper 

suggests that ”a number of German economists” assess that in this situation ”Europe has to act in 

the spirit of solidarity: the strong must protect the weak” (LMO 6). According to the paper, a third 

factor behind Germany’s new position relates to politics: especially German social-democrats 

(some of whom, incidentally, have been trained in top universities in France, the paper adds) no 

longer consider it necessary to avoid accruing public debt at all costs, if it would be detrimental to 

urgently needed investments. Finally, as stressed by Angela Merkel herself in an interview 

published by six major European newspapers including Le Monde at the end of the July Summit, ”It 

is in the interests of Germany that Europe will not fall apart (LMO 6)”. 

 

The role of France in relation to Europe and the recovery plan 

The above findings reflect also Thomas Risse’s previous research on German and French national 
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identities in relation to Europe (Risse 2010: 63-86). Risse proposes that the French grand narrative 

focuses on the role of France as the birthplace of democracy and human rights and stresses the 

major influence France has had in transferring these values to the modern European sphere. In other 

words, in the French self-understanding it has been the French nation state that has brought core 

European values into Europe.  This thinking can also be seen reflected in the French public 

discussion on the European Recovery Fund that is very much dominated by identity-related themes.  

Interesting in this regard is also the usage of the term ”plan the relance européenne” by the French 

media. Instead of talking about a ”Recovery Fund” (a term widely used in the German and Finnish 

public spheres), the vast majority of the French articles examined use the term ”Recovery Plan” 

instead. This could be interpreted as an indication of a somewhat different approach to the issue: 

The French may want to stress that the ”deal” consists not only of the recovery fund but also the 

EU’s 7-year budget. On the other hand, this could also be seen to reflect France’s longer-term aims 

to develop the Union towards a fiscal and transfer union. In this case, the choice of the term 

”recovery plan” could be interpreted as a conscious attempt at framing the issue less as a purely 

financial issue and more as a necessary political step in a path towards deepening integration. The 

latter interpretation would also be in line with the above-discussed ”othering” of the frugals, where 

the northern countries are portrayed as lacking solidarity and understanding of how Europe should 

be developed in the future. 

 

Noteworthy in the French national public sphere was also the distinctly national angle the public 

discussion rather quickly after the July Summit took. Drawing the French citizens attention to the 

national benefits of European solidarity, the media in France swiftly turned to the national recovery 

plan, i.e. what France could do with the considerable sum amounting to 40 billion euro it was to 

receive from the EU. Indeed, the ”plan de relance européenne” was in the French public discussion 

promptly replaced by a national ”plan de relance” with its ambitious and detailed proposals for 

national green transition, national employment and national solidarity between the different regions 

in the country. In contrast, in Germany and Finland the public discussion at the time on what to do 

with the EU recovery money or how to run the spending was virtually non-existent. 

 

On the domestic level, the French media does not shy away from difficult issues, and also voices 

sceptical of the Recovery Fund or critical of President Macron’s politics are given space in the 

public sphere. Of the sample examined, the right-leaning Le Figaro seemed to be more in line with 

the President’s European policies and therefore also more supportive of the European recovery plan, 

while Le Monde and the left-leaning La Libération published also more critical commentaries. 
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What is important though is that none of the articles questioned the relevance of the European 

cooperation or France’s membership: the grand narrative in the French mainstream media is that 

France continues to support EU cooperation and that the political contestation related to this 

cooperation is a natural part of that cooperation. In other words. rather than discussing (or 

questioning) the European polity, the public sphere examined focusses more on European policies, 

the main question being how rather than why. This is in line with the more positive approaches to 

the Europeanisation advocated for by academics such as Thomas Risse, Ruud Koopmans or 

Cathleen Kantner (see Risse 2010; 2015). 

 

Finally, it should be noted that in general, exaggeration, hyperbolising, exacerbation of disparities 

and a strong criticism of powers-to-be are typical of French publicity. There is room also for voices 

deviating from the ”grand narrative” and the French media is not afraid of bringing up difficult 

themes such as calling the frugals ”a problem” or sarcastically commenting on President Macron’s 

policies. This kind of rhetorical and discursive means can be identified also in the French publicity 

on the European Recovery Fund, and they might contribute to some of the differences between the 

different national public spheres examined. In contrast to the French public sphere, the mainstream 

media in Germany and Finland have traditionally avoided widely exaggerated impressions and 

rather tried to focus more on giving an impression of rational argumentation based on facts and 

”common sense” and a balanced consideration of different perspectives and best arguments in the 

Habermasian sense, albeit with varying degrees of success. 

 

Germany – frames and grand narratives 

In the German public sphere examined, the grand narrative also revolved very much around the 

frame of economic governance and money, on the European level. In the German grand narrative, 

”Us” consists of the rational and flexible German-French (in this order) duo joined by most of the 

other European countries, while ”the Others” are the small liberal welfare states, ”the Frugal Five” 

(including Finland), who fail see the bigger picture of what is good for Europe (e.g. FAZ 16). The 

key division line goes between different approaches to the mutualisation of debt and the aid in the 

form of grants given to the Member States, against which the frugals firmly stand. Moreover, in the 

German narrative the frugals also fail to be able to be flexible in relation to the issue of the rule of 

law that threatens to block the implementation of the Recovery Fund and thereby destabilise the 

Union. Here, again, Germany and France are depicted as flexible and rational voices for a better 

future, Merkel and Macron having indicated clearly that they do not want the Rule of Law 

mechanism to undermine or destroy the agreement on the Recovery Fund (FAZ 16).  
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The frugals are represented in the German public sphere especially by Mark Rutte and Sebastian 

Kurz: while these two are interviewed (an example of a strong variant of horizontal 

Europeanisation) in the German media, the other frugal leaders do not get an equal voice or a 

possibility to explain their positions to the German public. In the German media, it is mainly the 

local journalists who interpret the situation in the North and frame the frugals accordingly. 

 

German media estimates that the deep rift between the two blocks within the Union is based less on 

party politics and more on the changing power structures within the Union caused especially by the 

UK leaving the Union (Brexit) (FAZ 21). The German public discussion reflects an understanding 

that the coronavirus crisis has reinforced the question particularly pertinent in the political arenas 

since the Brexit vote: what kind of Union the EU wants to be? (FAZ 21). 

 

Chancellor Angela Merkel’s role in the EU in general and in the coronavirus crisis response in 

particular has been crucial. Merkel has been leading Germany for 16 years, and she has been a key 

figure in solving the many crisis the EU has faced over those years. Depicted as a maker of 

compromises and the key mediator between the frugals and the rest of the European countries, the 

Chancellor epitomises in the German public sphere power, stability, continuity and strong European 

leadership. In general portrayed as a vigorous guardian of the Union’s steadiness and a voice of 

reason counterbalancing the often high-flying visions of President Macron, Angela Merkel has in 

the media coverage of the July Summit discussions been given the role of the standard-bearer of 

liberal democracy and progress, a key person responsible for the internal cohesion of the EU as well 

as ensuring EU’s status as a global actor. Emphasising solidarity between the Member States, 

Merkel’s public appearances during the coronavirus crisis have reflected the frames of great need to 

reach a common solution and to prevent internal fragmentation within the Union. A core EU value 

of solidarity, epitomised in maintaining stability within the EU, has been so important to Merkel 

that it even goes above and beyond another core EU value of the respect for the rule of law. As a 

headline in Der Spiegel puts it: ”First the billions, then the morale (SPGL 7)”. As in France, also in 

the German public sphere, European solidarity was generally depicted as a self-evident value and 

the counter side of selfishness and national protectionism. In other words, money and respect for 

core values were placed against each other, depicted in a way that it was necessary to choose: you 

were either for or against a unified Europe. At the same time, however, any voices talking about the 

Stability and Growth Pact and the EU state aid rules  ̶  thrown overboard in order to support the 

economies of the nation states  ̶  were only tiny and subdued. Interestingly, also the choice of terms 
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the German media widely used to describe the Fund such as der Hilfsfond (emergency funding) or 

die Rettungspaket (rescue package) can be seen to reflect this perspective of the need for the EU to 

help and support the weaker. A former prominent politician Gerhard Schröder even went a step 

further referring to the package in a leading German newspaper as ”a great European solidarity 

fund” (FAZ 42). A recurring theme in the German grand narrative is that Germany has gained so 

much politically and economically from the unity of the European Union that it is time to pay it 

back now. 

 

As regards the frame of law, the respect of the EU Treaties in relation to the Recovery Fund 

received only limited media attention in the German public sphere. Despite the fact that the general 

interpretation of the Treaties in Germany had previously always been that the EU cannot incur 

mutual debt, and only as recently as in the spring of 2020 Chancellor Merkel swore that she would 

accept mutual debt in Europe only over her dead body, the tide turned rather quickly and at the 

beginning of summer 2020, the German media outlets already were discussing the German-French 

proposal for the Recovery Fund as the self-evident basis for the joint economic response to the 

coronavirus crisis and a rational interpretation of EU law.  The decisions on the spending of EU 

funds were tied to the discourse on the future of the Union and the European solidarity this 

inevitably requires, in a very similar way as in the French public sphere. At the end of the day, the 

key question in the public discussion was what kind of Europe is wanted and what kind of measures 

are necessary to safeguard that vision of Europe. General understanding was that if need be, EU 

Treaties could be re-interpreted or applied in a way that supports reaching these targets. For 

example, while the need to respect the rules of the Lisbon Treaty is called for in a couple of the 

articles examined, the no-bailout principle enshrined in the Stability and Growth Pact and widely 

discussed during the euro crisis is not displayed in any notable manner in the German public 

discussion on the Recovery Fund. 

 

During the Recovery Fund negotiations, the German media increasingly included also Finland in 

the frugal alliance. Solidarity as a core European value was advocated for as the basis for the joint 

EU-level measures that were essentially portrayed to be necessary ”now”. As regards Angela 

Merkel’s changed tone (regarding mutual debt), German media looked for explanation from the 

rising threat of populism in Europe and the need to respond to global challenges on the European 

level, but also from the idea of Germany being a stabilising and rational force limiting the wilder 

and sometimes impractical visions of Macron’s France, as well as from the historical duty of 

Germany and France to act as leaders of Europe – after all, the papers asked, who else would do it? 
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The grand narrative in the German public sphere reflects a general acceptance of the EU 

membership and the European solidarity and the responsibilities this entails especially as regards 

the leading countries that Germany and France both are. In the German public sphere, as in France, 

it was expected that the smaller countries would eventually follow suit. The ”Frugal Five”, as they 

often were called, were depicted as standing in the way of the majority of European countries 

willing to jointly move towards a better future with a strong, stable and globally powerful European 

Union. Some articles also stressed the difficult compromises made by Germany in order to reach a 

solution that was suitable for everyone (the common good). For example, Der Spiegel assessed that 

Merkel, who initially had been against any grant-based solutions, eventually relented in order to 

prevent Macron from building any more separate EU level organisations: ”In this regard it means a 

classical compromise, where both sides need to make allowances” (SPGL 2). As Merkel herself put 

it in an interview: ”We need compromises in order to reach what is good for Europe” (SPGL 6). 

Moreover, also a wider geo-strategic angle was seen important: Europe needs to look, in the eyes of 

the other global players, capable of acting in unison and with mutual solidarity (SPGL 5). 

Describing Merkel’s ”spectacular change of course”, Der Spiegel estimates that the new approach 

manifested in strong solidarity is deemed necessary for safeguarding the future of Europe (SPGL 5).  

Furthermore, Chancellor Merkel is quoted to emphasise that there are no legal obstacles to the 

Recovery Fund: ”No one has questioned the legal basis of the Fund” (SPGL 10). 

 

Despite the recurring frame of there being no alternatives in the current situation, the German media 

also emphasised the need for careful consideration and rationality in the negotiations and the 

importance of maintaining stability. After all, too quickly should nobody jump onto any wagons nor 

should any long-term changes be made too hastily. For example, FAZ describes how Merkel seeks 

an exceptional solution to an exceptional (and what is essentially a temporary) situation and here 

the German-French cooperation and the personal relationship with the two state leaders is of crucial 

importance. According to FAZ, at the Summit Merkel did not want to be ”a single moment without 

Macron or without mask” (FAZ 10). However, a consensus reached by these two alone was not 

seen enough by the paper, ”and this may be for the best” (FAZ 0). Even if ”Merkel and Macron, 

similarly to Mitterand and Kohl in earlier times, are capable of looking beyond narrow national 

interests and seeing the bigger picture”, their cooperation may still not be enough: ”Will the Summit 

mark the end of German-French dominance in Europe?”(FAZ 4).  

 

Despite the fact that the main actors in the German publicity were depicted to be Germany and 

France, the concept of ”us Europeans” seemed to be formed more by a trio consisting of Germany, 
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France and the European Commission. In addition to Merkel and Macron, a prominent voice was 

also considerably often given to the Commission President Ursula von der Leyen. Indeed, together 

these three actors were widely portrayed in the German media as the European voice of reason in 

comparison to ”The Other” formed by the frugals plus Finland, who according to the German media 

generally seemed to fail to the see the bigger picture of what is good for Europe (e.g. FAZ 6), and 

later to some extent also Hungary and Poland, against whom the progressive Europe has to be 

defended. In the same vein, also the EU Council president Charles Michel is in many articles 

speaking for Europe and Europeans. Both Michel but especially Von der Leyen get a strong voice 

in several interviews in the German public sphere: this is an indication of the strong variant of 

vertical Europeanisation, where the EU is an active player and not just a target of claims (cf. 

Koopmans & Erbe 2004). In a tone similar to that of Merkel, also Michel and Von der Leyen 

emphasise the ”common good” and the need for compromises in a ”very exceptional situation”. For 

example, referring to the planned cuts in the EU research and health programmes as part of the 

recovery plan, Von der Leyen regrets the ”bitter and painful decisions that had to be made for the 

greater good” (FAZ 5). In contrast, the European Parliament, who objected to these cuts, in 

comparison gets much less coverage in the German media. The discursive bias, therefore, in this 

case is in favour of the Commission and the Council at the cost of the parliamentary institution 

representing the voice of European citizens. As the Commission and the Council are not directly 

responsible to the electorates in the EU Member States, their strong role and loud voice in the 

decision-making process can be seen problematic in terms of democracy. Challenging from a 

democratic perspective is also the issue that the Commission (speaking with the voice of Ursula von 

der Leyen) gets a comparatively louder voice in the German public sphere than in the French or 

Finnish publicity, as these kinds of discursive biases may lead to the formation of differing 

epistemic communities and differing understandings of what is ”true and meaningful information”, 

which in turn affects the formation of a shared group identity (cf. Tajfel et al 1979). 

 

Indeed, in Germany the major players and the big visionaries seem to be the Commission together 

with Germany and France, and the theme of ”us” versus ”them” is recurrent and strong: ”Both the 

Commission and Merkel and Macron had proposed €500 bn in grants. The ”Frugal Four”, i.e. the 

Netherlands, Austria, Sweden and Denmark, and also Finland, argued long that the Fund should be 

only based on loans, but they finally gave in. (FAZ 6)”. The German mainstream media presents 

Merkel and Macron as broad-minded leaders looking for the common good on the European level: 

”At the Summit, the Chancellor and the President looked beyond strictly national interests and kept 

an eye in the bigger picture.” (FAZ 4). When the Summit came to an end, the importance of the 
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Merkel-Macron dynamic was enthused and highlighted as the key in finding a way forward towards 

a stronger and unified EU. In this narrative, ”the Other” was in the first instance ”the Frugal Five”  

(i.e. including Finland) and to a lesser extent also Hungary and Poland, who however, had been 

shown their place by Germany and France (apparently acting alone): ”How Merkel and Macron 

showed Rutte and Orban what was what. (FAZ 10).” In general, blocks of countries and the major 

role of the big players are stressed, and in this narrative, the frugals are depicted as unyielding 

stalwarts opposing the great European unity, as players who initially demanded a loans-based 

solution but eventually relented to agree with the German-French master plan. Interesting in this 

context is also that in some German articles the frugals (i.e. the Netherlands, Austria, Sweden, 

Denmark, and Finland) have even been depicted as ”self-proclaimed frugals (FAZ 17)” or ”the 

countries calling themselves frugal (FAZ 15)”. In these cases, the main frame of the article is money 

and/or budgetary requirements and the wordings imply that these northern countries have 

themselves actively emphasised their frugal stance and their reluctance to show solidarity. As was 

the case with the French public sphere, also in the German press Finland is depicted in a rather 

different light compared to how the country has tried to portray itself in the international arenas. In 

the German public discussion, the frugals are generally portrayed as being first and foremost 

interested in their national rebates. As Finland in this narrative repeatedly gets grouped together 

with the frugals, the reader also easily gets an impression that Finland is also one of the net 

receivers of rebates. 

 

Another example where Finland’s nation-branding failed was in regard to the international publicity 

around the rule of law question. For example, on 20 July FAZ wrote: ”Victory for the Frugal Five: 

The share of grants in the Recovery Fund was cut down to 390 billion euro. The Frugal Five also 

managed to push through their target for rebates. However, the EU Council president Michel 

would not budge on the rule of law issue. FAZ 15”.  In this article, grouped together with the 

frugals, Finland and the other ”stingy” countries are portrayed as ”the European Other” while 

Charles Michel, representing the European Union, is depicted as the constructive (even heroic) 

negotiator ensuring that key European values will be respected. In this narrative, the frugals are 

placed on the opposite side of those supporting the Rule of Law principle. ”Us” in this context is 

firmly the European Union; Germany and France are coyly pushed to the backstage here, perhaps 

also reflecting the fact that it was widely considered by the general public that these two leading 

countries would be willing to throw the rule of law principle overboard in order to safeguard the 

(what they saw as an essential) economic deal. The German journalists were aware of this. As Der 

Spiegel puts it: ”First the billions, then the morale. (SPGL 7)”.  
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In terms of othering, it should be noted however that the German press tried to understand also the 

frugals’ perspective, admitting that the accusations made by Macron and Merkel that the frugals 

misused the rule of law question to block the negotiations were not completely accurate and were 

possibly due to the highly stressful atmosphere in the nerve-wracking negotiations (FAZ 21).  Also 

the possible threat of the rise of populism in the wealthy northern states linked to the share of grants 

(often  called ”gifts” or ”charity” by the populists in these countries) in the Recovery Fund was in a 

couple of articles mentioned as a possible reason why the frugals have had such difficulties with 

understanding the importance of European solidarity (e.g. SPGL 10, SPGL 11, FAZ 26). As 

Sebastian Kurz quite bluntly put it in an interview in the German media: ”naturally we want to 

show solidarity, but we need to take into account also the interests of Austrian taxpayers” (FAZ 

26). As discussed above, this  ”yes, but -solidarity” narrative highlights how the frugal countries 

tried to balance between domestic and pan-European requirements: the leaders need to be able to 

commit to finding a joint solution by admitting to the need to show solidarity for ”the common 

good” while at the same time calming their electorates by reassuring that they would not cave in to 

a solution that would inordinately violate national interests. This dichotomy represents, essentially, 

a clash between state sovereignty and supranational coordination, or between liability and 

solidarity, and is a reflection of a fundamentally different approaches to economic governance (see 

also Brunnermeier et al 2015 and the discussion in Chapter 2). Moreover, these findings on the 

conditional solidarity are also consistent with the theories of state solidarity and the concept of 

enlightened self-interest discussed above in Chapter 3.5 (cf. Durkheim 1893; Chiocchetti & 

Allemand 2019; Fernandes and Rubio 2012). Indeed, even when there is a strong sense of collective 

identity among the members of a group and a mutual will or feeling of obligation to help others, 

solidarity has limits. Yet, the fact that same issue of relevance (solidarity, even if only in the 

conditional form) was discussed at the same time in various national public spheres was an 

indication of a joint community of communication and a joint European public sphere. 

 

Regarding Germany’s role in the recovery process, the frame of rationality and clear-headed 

thinking can be identified in a number of German articles (cf. the Habermasian concept of 

”common sense” discussed in Chapter 3). While the French public sphere aims at tying Germany 

and France tightly together as the ”European us”, in Germany the perspective is slightly different. 

This is reflected, among other, in how the German press emphasises rational thinking and the need 

to make compromises in order to prevent the EU from falling apart. If President Macron calls the 

coronavirus crisis ”the biggest challenge of the EU since the Euro crisis”, Angela Merkel raises the 
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stakes even higher and refers to the situation as ”the biggest crisis since the War” (FAZ 11), 

implying that these exceptional times really call for exceptional measures. The July Summit 

decision is referred to in the German public sphere as ”a successful compromise between extremely 

divergent views” and a crucially important solution without which the consequences could have 

been ”irreparable”. Fortunately, the paper assesses, a ”rational balance” (”vernünftige Balance”) 

was achieved in the end (FAZ 11). Several articles in the sample paint a picture of Merkel’s 

Germany as the (Habermasian) voice of reason in Europe, with Merkel level-headedly 

counterbalancing the French President Macron’s wilder ideas and acting as an intermediary in the 

negotiation process and a conciliatory maker of compromises. (E.g. FAZ 23, and FAZ 11, SPGL 2). 

One of the articles published in the first day of the Summit adeptly highlights the different 

approaches by France and Germany to the Summit: where Merkel stresses that  ”we need 

compromises in order to reach what is good for Europe”, Macron calls the Summit as ”the Moment 

of Truth, where solidarity and engagement are needed” (SPGL 6). So, while France stresses 

visionary leadership, forward-looking angle and flexibility, Germany emphasises rationality, 

longer-term stability and the common good. Generally, the picture painted by the French media 

portrayed Germany and France as a closer unity (the core of ”European us”) than the German media 

(that emphasises more also the role of EU institutions and the need to involve also other Member 

States). This different framing and somewhat different conception of ”us” highlights what is seen 

important by Merkel and Macron respectively, and likely reflects also the fact that the two leaders 

are aware of the fact that when talking in the international arenas they are also talking to their 

national audiences with differing national expectations (see the above discussion on twofold 

framing strategy by Pfetsch & Heft 2015). Moreover, they can also be seen as examples reflecting 

the different visions these two leaders have for the future of the European Union and the role of 

their countries in the process. 

 

All in all, the above points to the fact that while the cross-border horizontal communicative linkages 

between France and Germany clearly are numerous and robust and suggest the emergence of joint 

and tightly-knit community of communication between the two countries, the frames discussed are 

not necessarily always the same. In terms of the Finnish public sphere, the differences are even 

bigger. 

 

Finland – frames and grand narratives 

In contrast to the strong communicative linkages and cross-border interdiscursivity between the 

German and French public spheres, the Finnish public sphere is characterized by a comparative lack 
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of strong horizontal references between the Central European media and the Finnish arenas. The 

Finnish public sphere is strongly dominated by national views, national speakers and national 

interpretations of European issues. Despite the fact that leading European actors – such as Merkel, 

Macron, Von der Leyen, or Lagarde  – are often quoted in the Finnish media (weak form of vertical 

Europeanisation, cf. Koopmans & Erbe 2004), the quotes in many cases are based on foreign 

publications rather than direct interviews with the people concerned. The meagre amount of 

personal interviews of politicians and experts from abroad is notable in comparison to the German 

or French public spheres.  Similarly, also the Finnish leaders’ voice is hardly heard in the German 

and French public spheres, pointing to uneven Europeanisation between the national public spheres.  

This is especially notable in the case of Merkel and Macron, who are repeatedly quoted, 

interviewed and cross-referenced across borders and who in some cases even give joint interviews, 

as for example in the European Council press conference on 21 July 2020, widely covered by 

various media outlets. In contrast, the public sphere in Finland is much more isolated and more 

focused on purely national perspectives. In the European public sphere, this points to a rather strong 

discursive bias favouring the leaders of big countries and highlights the remote location of Finland 

on the outer circle of the European Union. 

 

In Finland, however, one exception to the rather narrow national perspective is formed by the 

Finnish foreign correspondents based in Brussels or other European capitals. While the French 

foreign correspondents writing about the Recovery Fund seem to focus especially on the situation in 

the countries they are stationed in (e.g. Germany and Austria) and the German correspondents in 

Brussels discuss mainly the situation in Brussels, Finnish foreign correspondents often take a wider 

perspective and for example interview ”the man on the street” in various countries. This approach 

might to some extent compensate for the relative lack of direct high-level interviews and other 

forms of strong Europeanisation in the Finnish public sphere and would also make for an interesting 

topic of further research. 

 

The discursive bias between the larger central European and smaller Nordic public spheres is also 

visible in relation to the discourse of the frugal countries: the narrative in central Europe in relation 

to the frugals is to a large extent produced by others than representatives of the countries 

themselves, which results in possible biases in the flow of communication and what is seen as the 

”truth” in the European public sphere. Indeed, the frugals themselves rarely get a voice in the bigger 

European spheres.  
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This bias is also reflected in the public image of Finland abroad: the empirical material shows that 

there is a major gap between how Finland tries to ”brand” itself on the international arenas and how 

leading Finnish politicians would like the country to be seen on the one hand, and how the German 

and French public spheres portray Finland on the other. The material examined shows clearly that in 

the bigger countries’ public spheres, the contestation on the Recovery Fund is mostly about 

economic governance and joint coordination supportive of the weaker countries (solidarity, or lack 

thereof), the main political division line going between the Frugal Four/Five and the rest of Europe 

led by France and Germany. In this narrative, Finland is grouped together with the frugals as one of 

the wealthy northern countries focused on safeguarding their national finances and ensuring that 

they keep on profiting from the economic and monetary union also in the future (as they have been 

up until now). This picture is in stark contrast to the view cherished by leading Finnish politicians 

and the Finnish mainstream media of Finland as a constructive negotiator and an equal actor on the 

international arenas, looking not only after national interests but also having a wider pan-European 

angle. 

 

In the empirical material, this clash is the most visible in the European public discussion revolving 

around the concept of solidarity. Where Merkel and Macron frequently call for solidarity depicting 

it as a natural and essential part of EU cooperation, a core European value and an all but self-

evident requirement of membership, the Finnish media and politicians refer to liability and burden-

carrying. While the issue is salient and of common concern in all three public spheres and the frame 

thus essentially the same, i.e. the joint EU level (economic) coordination, the different perspectives 

and different emphases and interpretations challenge the possibilities for real and functional 

transnational interdiscursivity and the formation of collective European identity. In this context, the 

sampled articles also point to differences in the identity-based argumentation: while French and 

German publicity present solidarity as a core element of what makes us Europeans, the Finnish 

media focusses more on the net financial gains (or losses) and the primacy of rules-based 

cooperation. In other words, identity-based frames are much more common in the German and 

French public spheres than in Finnish public sphere that rather emphasises rationality and the 

importance of rules and regulations, and where the validity of claims should be based on the most 

convincing argument (cf. Habermas 1964). 

 

Regarding the role of Finland in the Recovery Fund negotiation process, the Finnish public sphere 

generally depicts the country as a constructive, rational and consensus-seeking partner, eager to 

negotiate and make compromises. At the same time, the journalists often seem to take it for granted 
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that Finland is not really part of the core of EU. Despite the adamant defence of national interests 

by many Finnish politicians, Finland is rarely portrayed in the national media as a strong claim-

maker in the European arenas, but rather as a bystander, looking at the developments in Europe 

from slightly afar. This is reflected for example in headlines such as ”This is what we now know of 

the EU’s gigantic deal. (YLE 36)” or ”The EU’s interests call for compromises.(HS 30)”, painting a 

picture of Finland as an onlooker, watching from a distance how EU makes decisions affecting its 

Member States.  The latter article (an editorial) also assesses that ”the EU’s common good is the 

common good for all its Member States” and points out that ”eventually, Finland’s reputation in 

Europe was not undermined by the fact that the country was often depicted as being in the same 

group with the ”frugals”. As discussed above, examination of the sample of the French and German 

articles in this thesis does not support this assessment. 

 

In the Finnish public sphere, ”The Other” is, firstly, the southern European or Mediterranean 

countries with what is depicted as their lack of budgetary discipline and reckless use of public funds 

and, secondly, Poland and Hungary, who defy the EU’s rule of law principle. The first of these 

division lines can be traced back to the times of the euro crisis and is a notable undercurrent in the 

Finnish media, despite the generally strong emphasis on constructiveness and consensus-seeking. 

For example, a Helsingin Sanomat editorial notes that the northern countries do not trust that money 

given to the southern states would be used as jointly agreed, commenting that ”From the northern 

perspective, Europe is sloping: If you do not hold on to your coin, it will roll towards the 

Mediterranean. (HS 6)”. It is to be noted, however, that the message conveyed by the editorial is 

somewhat contradictory: on the one hand the paper stresses the necessity to make compromises, 

predicting that a common European solution will eventually be found, while on the other it 

reinforces the old prejudices blaming the South for poor housekeeping.  Especially the populist 

parties in Finland deftly utilised this latter narrative in their politics, suggesting that ”the Finnish 

government is doling out money to Italian mafiosos” or ”Finnish households are paying higher 

taxes so that the Italians would not have to (IL 19)”. All in all, though, a consistent thread running 

through the Finnish media coverage portrays Finland as an isolated country, not part of the frugals 

but not part of the European core either. This might reflect the age-old Finnish self-image of 

isolation, enshrined already centuries ago on the wall of the Kings Gate at the Sveaborg Fortress in 

Helsinki: ”Always stand on your own foundation and do not trust upon foreign help”. As Risse 

(2010) points out, mutual trust is a key element of a common identity and the formation of 

”solidarity among strangers”, and the lack of trust visible in the Finnish public sphere points to 
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difficulties with identifying with a common entity strong enough to support, for example, the idea 

of EU-wide money transfers. 

 

In the Finnish public sphere, there emerged one frame that was specific to Finland only. Unlike in 

Germany and France, the legality of the Recovery Fund was loudly questioned in the public 

discussion in Finland, where claims were made that the interpretation of the EU Treaties had gone 

too far and the Recovery Fund violated the previously agreed rules forbidding the EU to incur 

mutual debt. Even the President of the Republic Sauli Niinistö criticised what he saw as too loose 

an interpretation of the Lisbon Treaty and the no-bailout rule and called for a return to the old rules-

based cooperation and moral order regarding economic policies. The President saw a need to return 

to the European policy lines dating back to the times of the euro crisis (most notably the SGP and 

the no bail-out principle), and in this context, the concept of liability was especially pertinent (e.g. 

HS 3, YLE 5, YLE 6, IL 17). Similarly, also the Finnish PM Sanna Marin called for transparency 

and strict conditionality in the implementation of the Fund as well as the need to respect jointly 

agreed rules (”A ‘carte blanche’ is not acceptable”, HS 4, YLE 8). These claims are fundamentally 

based on objectives similar to those advocated for by France and Germany for the future of EU, i.e. 

the preservation of the Unions’s internal cohesion and unity, only the means are different. Niinistö’s 

claim for ”economic morale” might also reflect a concern for the rising power of bigger Member 

States at the cost of European institutions: strict application of the no bail-out rule would ensure that 

no country would act solo but would rather commit to concerted action. (Niinistö: ”The Union 

should return to following the path of order.” YLE 6). This perspective was later overshadowed 

especially by the Finnish populists’ claims: tapping on President Niinistö’s comments on the 

Recovery Fund, the Finns Party portrayed them as an example of the threat of a serious moral 

hazard and a reckless usage of (”our”) money by the southern Member States. Here, again, the 

notion of liability played a major role, and the old division lines dating back to the euro crisis came 

to the fore. Not only the populist politicians, though, but also several notable economists and legal 

experts in Finland questioned the legality of the Recovery Fund, claiming it to violate especially 

articles 125 and 310 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (e.g. IL13, IL19). In the Finnish 

public sphere, the economists’ and other financial experts’ voices were strong and their views often 

depicted in the media as fact-based and rational, even though economics in effect is not a rational 

science like mathematics but rather a field based on estimates and often on the political views and 

values of the people making those estimates. However, so strong was the belief in the idea of Treaty 

violations in the Finnish public sphere that even the rulings of the EU Council legal experts (see 

YLE 23) or the Finnish Constitutional Committee confirming that the implementation of the 
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Recovery Fund with the mutual debt and the budgetary implications it entails were in line with the 

EU Treaties and the Finnish constitution did not convince (or silence) all the critics. Loud concerns 

were voiced especially on the restrictions this arrangement would cause on the sovereignty of the 

nation state and the new doors it would open for deepening integration and development towards a 

more federal Europe and a permanent debt and transfer union (e.g. IL6, YLE10). 

 

It seems, therefore, that those objecting strongly to the EU Recovery Fund in Finland  had two 

different standpoints: one related to the amount or later repayment of the distributed funds and 

Finland’s unfair role as a net contributor (as opposed to those receiving ”gifts” or ”free money”) 

and the other related to the view that the Recovery Fund would ultimately change the nature of the 

Union in a politically unacceptable way. Either way, Finland has in these narratives not been 

depicted as belonging to the in-group of European countries, but rather as a reluctant bride at a 

shotgun wedding. 

 

Generally characteristic of the Finnish articles sampled is a strong belief in consensus and all kinds 

of moderation in the international arenas. In the mainstream media, Finland is depicted as a 

constructive partner in the European Union, willing to seek compromises and act in solidarity. At 

the same time, however, the need to respect EU Treaties and common rules is stressed. This is also 

reflected in the choice of terminology: while the French and German politicians and the media talk 

about (financial) solidarity, Finnish publicity uses the term joint liability (”yhteisvastuu”). The 

meaning of reference is the same, but the perspective completely different. German and French 

commentators seem to have been right in their assessments that the smaller frugal countries would 

eventually also be able to see the bigger picture and  give in to the demands of the ”true 

Europeans”, enabling the EU to walk in unison towards a better future. Indeed, the tone in the 

Finnish public sphere did also change at the end of the year. As Helsingin Sanomat put it at the end 

of December: ”Solidarity got the better of selfishness also regarding economy, when the EU 

Member States reached an agreement on an extensive recovery package aimed at saving the 

economy from the worst. Joint efforts will eventually benefit everyone, as the economies of the 

Member States are dependent of each other. A common Europe is not only about laws and 

regulation, economics and trade. Fundamentally, it is a feeling that we belong together. (HS 42) ”. 

 

To sum up, the empirical material suggests that the Finnish public sphere is less Europeanised than 

the German and French public spheres. In terms of European identity and a feeling of belonging 

that Habermas (1989) sees as prerequisites for ”solidarity among strangers”, all in all the Finnish 
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public sphere points to a weaker degree of support for solidarity and the common good than the 

German and French public spheres.  A transnational dimension to debates in Finland is frail 

compared to the bigger central European countries and the interdiscursivity and cross-border 

communicative linkages are weaker. This, in turn, is likely also to have consequences regarding 

national identification levels with the EU and its policies. The different framings of concepts in 

relation to the proposed joint EU level coordination, as a way to respond to the pandemic’s 

economic effects, are also likely to create a rift between the central European public sphere and the 

Nordic one. As was the case during the euro crisis, also now some of the countries talk about 

solidarity where others refer to liability: the frame is essentially the same, joint coordination, but the 

perspectives are very different. As the term of solidarity was around the July Summit in the German 

and French public spheres widely used to denote the opposite of protectionism and nationalism, 

Finland and the other frugal countries are in this narrative generally framed as ”the European 

other”, being against the progressive and liberal Europe. 

 

All in all, in the Finnish public sphere examined, especially prominent were facts-based frames 

emphasising rational argumentation. In the Finnish sample, a prominent voice was given to 

financial experts and academics, who were directly interviewed and photographed for the articles 

(in contrast to the nameless ”diplomatic sources” more common in the French and German media), 

which emphasised the perspective of science-based rational thinking. This contributed to the 

dominant role of legal and economic perspectives and the comparatively strong national focus in the 

public discussion, in comparison to the more (common European) identity-based frames prominent 

in the German and especially the French media with their strong calls for mutual solidarity and 

transnational action. 

 

7. Discussion 

The results of this thesis indicate that the media coverage around the coronavirus pandemic largely 

mirrors findings from previous academic literature on the Europeanisation of public spheres, 

namely that the public focus is strongly on important events such as the Summits that get broad 

media coverage both in terms of vertical and horizontal Europeanisation. Also in line with previous 

studies of EU in times of crisis, it is evident that also this time the media constructed the events 

largely as major conflicts between national actors, where contestation makes for more interesting 

news than consensus. In other words, agreement on mutual solidarity does not make for as 

interesting headlines as what is depicted as a fierce battle between the nations and especially their 

respective leaders. 
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The conflict lines in the debate during the Summit were clearly Europeanised. Even though the 

crisis and the lines of contestation were framed predominantly in economic terms pitching the 

German-French ”tandem” and the southern Europe against the northern group of ”frugals” with 

their strict budgetary requirements (reflecting the old division lines from the times of the euro 

crisis), also prominent in the debate was the frame of solidarity, closely linked to a common 

European identity and an understanding of the importance to safeguard the future of Europe 

together. In Germany and France, European solidarity was largely presented as a necessity and a 

core common value in what makes ”us Europeans”, while in Finland (as in the other frugal 

countries) solidarity was strictly conditional and framed more in terms of economic and political 

self-interest.  Thus, despite being largely framed as an issue of common European concern, the 

coronavirus crisis and the EU’s economic response to it was also framed as a conflict between those 

favouring strict budgetary discipline and national self-interest on the one hand and those favouring 

mutual solidarity and burden-sharing on the other. The latter frame constitutes strong politicisation, 

but it remains to be seen how strong a rise it still gives to national reactions (cf. Grande & Kriesi 

2015). 

 

A consistent thread running through the empirical material is mutual trust  ̶  or lack thereof. In the 

northern public spheres, concerns were voiced regarding the political culture in the southern 

countries: will joint money really be used in accordance with the jointly agreed rules? At the same 

time, from the southern perspective the northern countries were seen stingy and selfish: the southern 

public spheres stressed the importance of solidarity and questioned the willingness of the wealthy 

northern Member States to support the weaker countries in their hour of need. Ultimately, however, 

the discussion did revolve around the same theme: What kind of EU do we want and where do the 

boundaries of solidarity lie? 

 

The media looks for ways to frame complex issues in a way understandable for the public. In terms 

of the EU Recovery Fund discussion in Germany and France, this was epitomised especially in the 

grouping of countries into the ”stingy” ones (”Frugal Four” or ”Frugal Five”) on the one hand and 

the ones ”on the side of solidarity” on the other. For Finland, this kind of grouping by the 

international media was not insignificant. As Ojanen (2020) points out: ”Finns do not take 

coalitions lightly”. Ojanen (ibid) suggests that despite having engaged with different international 

coalitions in various policy areas over the years, Finland has a history of not wanting to officially 

join any fixed blocks and has often been worried about being perceived by other countries as being 
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part of the ”wrong” reference group. This approach is also in line with the findings of this thesis: in 

the EU arenas, Finland strived to create a public image of a constructive country willing to 

negotiate and make compromises for the benefit of the greater good for the entire area. As was 

reflected in the results of this thesis, however, this image was not quite the one painted by the 

German and especially not the French media, that depicted Finland as part of the frugal group 

reluctant to adhere to the core EU value of solidarity. 

 

Solidarity requires a feeling of a sufficient degree of togetherness, and the media’s role in 

constructing this togetherness is crucial. If ”us” includes all EU Member States, it is easier to justify 

joint measures such as the introduction of mutual debt or redistribution of money. Top-level 

politicians in different countries seem to be aware of this in their public appearances: purely 

domestic audiences in many cases get a different message compared to the messages aimed at more 

international audiences. In the domestic arenas, politicians also need to take account of the more 

Eurosceptic national perspectives, especially if the country is close to elections. 

 

Despite the fact that the EU Recovery Fund has been strongly politicized in all the three national 

public spheres examined, the results of this thesis point to the fact that the framing of issues in 

France and Germany is across the board more Europeanised than in Finland. The transnational 

dimension in Germany and France is stronger and there are more horizontal and vertical 

communicative linkages, i.e. the contribution of foreign and European actors to national debates (cf. 

Koopmans & Erbe 2004 and Koopmans & Statham 2010). Also, in transnational debates the 

northern actors appear largely as targets of claims and are only rarely recognised as equal 

participants or claim-makers. 

 

Regarding identification levels with Europe and the European Union, the framings in German and 

French public spheres point to a stronger sense of ”us Europeans” than the framings in the Finnish 

public sphere. The content of European identity – of ”who we are”  – is at stake, and the German 

and French publicities suggest stronger identification with (what is portrayed as liberal and 

progressive) Europe compared to the Finnish publicity where the national frames take priority and 

identification with Europe is weaker. Yet, the issue discussed (EU Recovery Fund) is framed as a 

matter of common concern in all three public spheres examined. 

 

The public discussion on the EU Recovery Fund revolved very much around the frame of what kind 

of Europe is wanted, culminated essentially in the question of the role of the sovereign Member 
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State in comparison to the supranational EU. In terms of economy, the fact that the European public 

spheres during the coronavirus pandemic have put a relatively strong emphasis on the role of the 

state may suggest also a more profound change of paradigm from the principle of monetary 

dominance (that the euro originally was built on) towards the principle of fiscal dominance, i.e. a 

situation where expansionary fiscal policies are combined with accommodating monetary policies 

to alleviate the governmental debt burden (see Garicano et al 2020). Ultimately, this scenario might 

undermine central bank independence, restrain the central bank’s possibilities for using its interest 

rate tool, and make the central bank an instrument of the states’ fiscal policies. Indeed, in the EU, 

the easing of the rules of the Stability and Growth Pact and the accommodating monetary policies 

pursued by the ECB following the coronavirus crisis and the large increase in government debt in 

the Member States already point to this direction, and would make for an interesting topic of further 

research. 

   

To sum up, the coronavirus crisis and the July Summit brought European issues to the centre stage 

of national public discussion and controversial political debates across the Union, which is an 

indication of a truly European public sphere. Moreover, the vivid public debate on the Recovery 

Fund points to a growing importance of politics in comparison to the power of financial markets. 

The fact that economic and financial issues such as (mutual) debt have risen to the centre-stage of 

collective deliberation in the European public sphere instead of being left to be debated and decided 

on solely by economists and central bankers independent of political power can also be seen to bode 

well for European democracy.  

 

Studied against Risse’s (2010, 2015) above-mentioned set of indicators, the results of this thesis 

suggest that European actors are present in the national public spheres, there is (horizontal and 

vertical) interdiscursivity, the speakers are framed as legitimate partners in the transnational 

discussion, and the issues are framed as matters of common concern. These findings are also in line 

with Risse’s study on the politicisation of EU affairs during the euro crisis pointing to a 

”community of Europeans” with a shared understanding of the need to pull together at a time of 

crisis (Risse 2015). Despite the fact that the degree of Europeanisation was weaker in Finland than 

in Germany and France, the mainstream media in all three public spheres examined framed the 

crisis as an existential challenge for the EU that should be dealt with collectively: this further 

confirms with the results of recent EU public opinion polls calling for mutual solidarity in the form 

of concerted EU-level action (69% wanted a stronger role and more competencies for the EU in 

fighting this crisis, Eurobarometer 2020). On the other hand, other studies conducted at the time of 
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the euro crisis point to a risk of growing Euroscepticism that might even endanger the future of 

European integration (e.g. Grande & Kriesi 2015), and an awareness of this and signs of concern for 

possible similar developments were also evident in the European public discussion on the Recovery 

Fund in 2020.  National stereotypes and a lack of trust towards ”the others” abounded, largely 

following the conflict lines of the times of the euro crisis and undermining the construction of 

collective identity. However, with Germany’s changed course regarding collective debt, this time 

the way forward was depicted differently. Especially the Summit’s decision on the mutual debt and 

cross-country fiscal transfers entailed a shared understanding of the need for coordinated action 

(EU-wide solidarity) and the related deepening integration, which requires a degree of collective 

European identity. Indeed, there currently seems to be enough ”solidarity among strangers” in terms 

of public support for EU-coordinated supranational action epitomised in the Recovery Fund, where 

solidarity is seen as a counterpart to inward-looking nationalism. Yet, in the longer term it remains 

to be seen whether the Recovery Fund will be a temporary, one-off arrangement (as largely seen by 

Germany and Finland) or a more or less permanent mechanism (as envisaged by France), and 

whether there will be enough mutual solidarity among the European citizens for the EU to change 

fundamentally towards a deeper fiscal and transfer union. 
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FIG 11: Pour sortir de l’impasse, les Vingt-Sept réduisent la voilure du plan de relance. 18 July 

2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/pour-sortir-de-l-impasse-les-vingt-sept-reduisent-la-voilure-

du-plan-de-relance-20200718 

 

FIG 12: Les Européens s’écharpent sur le fonds de relance. 9 June 2020. 
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FIG 14: Plan de relance: Rutte se montre inflexible face aux Vingt-Sept. 17 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/plan-de-relance-paris-et-berlin-devront-ils-lacher-du-lest-face-
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FIG 15: Exaspération et incrédulité des Européens face aux «méthodes» de Mark Rutte. 20 July 

2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/exasperation-et-incredulite-des-europeensface-aux-methodes-
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FIG 16: Plan de relance: faut-il à tout prix rechercher une solution fédérale?. 20 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/economie/plan-de-relance-faut-il-a-tout-prix-rechercher-une-solution-

federale-20200720 

 

FIG 17: Plan de relance de l'UE : un accord est «possible» selon Charles Michel. 20 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/plan-de-relance-de-l-ue-emmanuel-macron-salue-des-avancees-

malgre-des-moments-tres-tendus-20200720 

 

FIG 18:  Relance: la défense européenne, victime du compromise, 21.7.2020 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/relance-la-defense-europeenne-victime-du-compromis-

20200721.  

 

FIG 19: Plan de relance européen: redressement durable? Editorial. 21 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/economie/plan-de-relance-europeen-redressement-durable-20200721 

 

FIG 20: Plan de relance européen : comment les pays pourront-ils accéder aux fonds? 21 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/conjoncture/plan-de-relance-europeen-comment-les-pays-pourront-ils-

acceder-au-fonds-20200721 

 

FIG 21: Plan de relance européen: Paris et Berlin calent face aux «frugaux». 21 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/plan-de-relance-europeen-paris-et-berlin-calent-face-aux-

frugaux-20200719 

 

FIG 22: Plan de relance: questions sur un «accord historique». 21 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/europe-questions-sur-un-accord-historique-20200721.  
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FIG 23: Comment Angela Merkel a fini par perdre la clique des «frugaux». 21 July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/comment-angela-merkel-a-fini-par-perdre-la-clique-des-

frugaux-20200721 

 

FIG 24: Les Vingt-Sept s'accordent sur un plan de relance à 750 milliards d'euros, 21 July 2020.  

https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/plan-de-relance-europeen-les-vingt-sept-parviennent-a-un-accord-

historique-20200721 

 

FIG 25: Plan de relance européen: «Tous les États membres y ont trouvé leur compte». 21 July 

2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/economie/plan-de-relance-europeen-tous-les-etats-membres-y-ont-

trouve-leur-compte-20200721 

 

FIG 26: Plan e relance: quatre jours de négociations et l’espoir d’un accord à vingt-sept. 21 July 

2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/plan-de-relance-quatre-jours-de-negociations-et-l-espoir-d-un-

accord-a-vingt-sept-20200721 

 

FIG 27: Pour Emmanuel Macron et Angela Merkel, le défi de la puissance 

L’éditorial du Figaro, par Philippe Gélie.19 August 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/pour-emmanuel-macron-et-angela-merkel-le-defi-de-la-

puissance-20200819 

 

FIG 28: Plan de relance européen : la France paiera-t-elle plus que ce qu'elle recevra ? 22 July 

2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/economie/plan-de-relance-europeen-la-france-paiera-t-elle-plus-que-ce-qu-

elle-recevra-20200722 

 

FIG 29: Après le vote du plan de relance européen, les négociations continuent. 19 August 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/apres-le-vote-du-plan-de-relance-europeen-les-negociations-

continuent-20200819 

 

FIG 30: Le plan de relance, «un pas de géant» pour l'UE, estime Attal. 21 July.2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-actu/le-plan-de-relance-un-pas-de-geant-pour-l-ue-estime-attal-

20200721 

 

FIG 31: Macron sort de ses gonds face au blocage du plan de relance de l'Union européenne. 20 

July 2020. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/macron-sort-de-ses-gonds-face-au-blocage-du-plan-de-relance-de-

l-union-europeenne-20200720 

 

FIG 32: Plan de relance : les dirigeants européens cherchent un compromise. 18 July 2020.  

https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/plan-de-relance-nouvelles-propositions-attendues-pour-debloquer-

le-sommet-de-l-ue-20200718 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/comment-angela-merkel-a-fini-par-perdre-la-clique-des-frugaux-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/comment-angela-merkel-a-fini-par-perdre-la-clique-des-frugaux-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/plan-de-relance-europeen-les-vingt-sept-parviennent-a-un-accord-historique-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/plan-de-relance-europeen-les-vingt-sept-parviennent-a-un-accord-historique-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/economie/plan-de-relance-europeen-tous-les-etats-membres-y-ont-trouve-leur-compte-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/vox/economie/plan-de-relance-europeen-tous-les-etats-membres-y-ont-trouve-leur-compte-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/plan-de-relance-quatre-jours-de-negociations-et-l-espoir-d-un-accord-a-vingt-sept-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/plan-de-relance-quatre-jours-de-negociations-et-l-espoir-d-un-accord-a-vingt-sept-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/pour-emmanuel-macron-et-angela-merkel-le-defi-de-la-puissance-20200819
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/pour-emmanuel-macron-et-angela-merkel-le-defi-de-la-puissance-20200819
https://www.lefigaro.fr/economie/plan-de-relance-europeen-la-france-paiera-t-elle-plus-que-ce-qu-elle-recevra-20200722
https://www.lefigaro.fr/economie/plan-de-relance-europeen-la-france-paiera-t-elle-plus-que-ce-qu-elle-recevra-20200722
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/apres-le-vote-du-plan-de-relance-europeen-les-negociations-continuent-20200819
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/apres-le-vote-du-plan-de-relance-europeen-les-negociations-continuent-20200819
https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-actu/le-plan-de-relance-un-pas-de-geant-pour-l-ue-estime-attal-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-actu/le-plan-de-relance-un-pas-de-geant-pour-l-ue-estime-attal-20200721
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/macron-sort-de-ses-gonds-face-au-blocage-du-plan-de-relance-de-l-union-europeenne-20200720
https://www.lefigaro.fr/politique/macron-sort-de-ses-gonds-face-au-blocage-du-plan-de-relance-de-l-union-europeenne-20200720
https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/plan-de-relance-nouvelles-propositions-attendues-pour-debloquer-le-sommet-de-l-ue-20200718
https://www.lefigaro.fr/flash-eco/plan-de-relance-nouvelles-propositions-attendues-pour-debloquer-le-sommet-de-l-ue-20200718


 

   
 

Angela Merkel as quoted by various mainstream media outlets following her speech before 

the European Parliament on Wednesday 8 July 2020 (the list is not exhaustive): 

 

https://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/eu-parlament-merkel-1.4961080 

 

https://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/angela-merkel-stellt-plan-fuer-eu-vorsitz-im-europaeischen-

parlament-vor-a-8641c85b-c014-4f1e-bf38-dc4ca6180fed 

 

https://www.ft.com/content/e1c2615d-3cca-4f75-8c23-f632784cb39c 

 

https://www.france24.com/en/20200708-covid-19-has-exposed-the-limits-of-fact-denying-

populism-merkel-tells-european-parliament 

 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-germany/merkel-urges-greater-eu-unity-in-face-of-

coronavirus-crisis-idUSKBN2491VM 

 

https://www.euronews.com/2020/07/08/eu-recovery-package-in-spotlight-as-angela-merkel-

addresses-european-

parliament?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+euronews%2

Fen%2Feuropa+%28euronews+-+europa+-+en%29 

 

https://euobserver.com/political/148895 

 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-52394645 

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/gdpr-

consent/?next_url=https%3a%2f%2fwww.washingtonpost.com%2fworld%2feurope%2fgermanys-

merkel-pandemic-highlights-limits-of-populism%2f2020%2f07%2f08%2fabf54b14-c11f-11ea-

8908-68a2b9eae9e0_story.html 

 

https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2020-07-08/germanys-merkel-pandemic-highlights-

limits-of-populism.  

 

https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11441870  
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