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Abstract 
 
The aim of this paper is to examine the social foundations of the Eurozone in times 

of economic crisis. The central hypothesis of the thesis is that the development of 

the crisis and the problems that member states have faced in addressing it can 

largely be traced to a lack of a European identity, and that a dividing line between 

the nation states and the EU has been a fundamental cause for this development. 

The Eurozone, thus, lacks at the moment, some of the fundamental aspects that are 

necessary for a common currency to function. Two researches were carried out to 

search for answers to these propositions. First, quantitative data coming from 

Eurobarometer surveys was used to create an image of European identity and 

citizens’ perception of the EU in the crisis. Secondly, a qualitative content analysis 

research of newspaper articles was carried out in order to examine whether the 

crisis has affected the sense of collective identity and solidarity between 

Europeans and whether it has promoted or challenged notions of European vs. 

national identities. The results are somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, data 

from the Eurobarometer surveys shows increased frustration and division 

between member states as the crisis has progressed, which is largely directed 

towards the EU. On the other hand, however, the content analysis shows that 

recently there have been increasing calls for solidarity and unity to be expressed 

between member states and thus a move towards collective identity and solidarity 

is detected in that respect.  
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Útdráttur 

Tilgangur þessarar ritgerðar er að rannsaka félagslegar undirstöður evrunnar nú á 

tímum efnahagskreppunnar sem geysar í Evrópu. Megin tilgátan sem sett er fram 

er sú að þróun kreppunnar og þau vandamál sem aðildarríkin hafa mætt í 

tilraunum sínum til að takast á við vandann megi að stórum hluta rekja til skorts á 

sameiginlegri evrópskri sjálfsmynd. Átök milli aðildarríkjanna og 

Evrópusambandsins skýra að stórum hluta þróun kreppunnar. Evrusvæðið skortir 

því þessa stundina þær undirstöður sem eru nauðsynlegar fyrir eðlilega virkni 

sameiginlegra myntsvæða. Til þess að leita svara við þessum fullyrðingum voru 

framkvæmdar tvær rannsóknir. Annars vegar megindleg rannsókn þar sem gögn 

úr Eurobarometer könnunum voru notuð til þess að setja saman mynd af því hvers 

eðlis sameiginleg evrópsk sjálfsmynd er og hvaða skilning fólk leggur í 

Evrópusambandið. Hins vegar var framkvæmd innihaldsgreining á blaðagreinum 

til þess að rannsaka hvort kreppan hafi haft áhrif á tilfinningu manna til 

sameiginlegrar sjálfsmyndar og hugmyndarinnar um samstöðu milli ríkja. Einnig 

var skoðað hvort kreppan hefði ýtt undir eða dregið úr þjóðernislegum átakalínum 

innan sambandsins. Niðurstöðurnar eru nokkuð tvíbentar. Annars vegar sýnir 

megindlega rannsóknin fram á sundrung og aukna gremju fólks í garð 

Evrópusambandsins eftir því sem liðið hefur á kreppuna. Hins vegar benda 

niðurstöður innihaldsgreiningarinnar til þess að á síðustu misserum hafi verið 

aukið ákall til aðildarríkjanna um að sýna samstöðu og einingu sín á milli og því 

vísir að evrópskri sjálfsmynd að myndast.  
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1. Introduction 

Social constructivism entered the theoretical debate on European integration in 

the late 1990’s (Risse 2009, 144) and has since then been a source of a lively 

debate within European studies on, for example identity, values and culture and 

how socially constructed elements affect European integration. This debate has 

focused on the fact that the member states of the European Union lack a common 

bond, similar to the one that citizens of a nation state have towards their country 

and their fellow citizens, i.e. a bond that unites them and creates a sense of 

solidarity and common belonging.  

Moves made by the Union towards further integration have in recent years 

increasingly been met with public opposition and nationalistic discourse where the 

nation and the EU are depicted as opposing sides. They are described as entities 

existing in a zero-sum environment where EU is a direct threat to the nation – the 

nation state becomes weaker as the EU grows stronger.1 This discourse became 

quite evident when the Constitutional Treaty was rejected in national referendums 

in 2005 and then again when the Lisbon treaty was ratified in 2009. Citizens of the 

member states are not as willing as politicians to participate in the European 

integration and have used the referendums to voice their opinions on these 

matters (see for example Startin and Krouwel 2012; McLaren 2010). Furthermore, 

there has been an on-going debate on the lack of democratic legitimacy in EU 

decision making, where the politicians have moved decisions out of the hands of 

the democratically elected parliaments and more into the hands of the executive 

and the European Commission – which is not elected by the citizens and does not 

have to answer to them in elections. The debate on these issues has to a large 

extent revolved around examining why the public does not follow the politicians in 

the “European project” and the answers are often found within the social 

construction of the EU. The member states are said to lack a common identity that 

can serve as a foundation for a more fundamental sense of solidarity between 

them. The norms, values and ideas of each member state haven't followed the 

                                                           
1
 This is perhaps most obvious in the debate in Britain on the country‘s EU membership. 
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European project, and as such there is still a dividing line between the EU and the 

citizens of the member states.  

This research will enter this debate by examining the Euro crisis and how the 

member states have responded to it. The hypothesis is that the development of the 

crisis and the problems that member states have faced in addressing it can largely 

be traced to a lack of a European identity, and that a dividing line between the 

nation states2 and the EU has been a fundamental cause for the development of the 

crisis. 

This topic has been in the back of my mind since I began my master’s studies at 

the University of Iceland. Before I applied and entered into European studies I took 

one year of economics at the University of Iceland. While admitting that on the 

whole I found that my interests did not lie in pure economics, I soon realised that it 

would suit me more to focus on social and political aspects of the economy. Within 

economics the individual is usually viewed as being a purely rational being and 

therefore predictable and possible to measure and build economic theories on 

(Perloff 2009, 74-110). However, there are always social aspects that have to be 

taken into consideration and each individual is unique on his own terms. This is 

often side-lined in economics. Soon after I started my European studies here at the 

University of Iceland the idea for this research topic arose. I had a keen interest in 

the Eurozone crisis as such, but felt that all the media coverage and the debate 

revolved around the economic issues while disregarding that there were social 

aspects to the issue as well. My interests clearly lie more within critical theories 

(on critical theories see for example, Devetak 2009, 159-182; Reus-Smit 2009, 

212-236) rather than rational theories, and I have tried to direct the focus of my 

work into that direction in my studies. I came into contact with the economic 

theory of 'optimum currency areas' during my economic studies and always felt 

that its social aspects were missing from the debate as it had evolved in the 

popular media coverage. It is my opinion that these social aspects can offer a 

deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the problems that the EU is 

                                                           
2
 This dividing line exists between the member states individually and also between the member states 

and the EU. 
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facing at the moment and that it is an exciting endeavour to use constructivist 

theories to explain economic problems.  

  

1.1 Research questions 

The central hypothesis put forth in this thesis is that the Eurozone lacks, at the 

moment, some of the fundamental aspects that are necessary for a common 

currency to function properly. This is not to say that there aren't external 

economic problems that have affected the world economy and in turn had an 

immense negative effect on the Eurozone countries. However, the global financial 

crisis has in a way triggered a social crisis within the Eurozone. This research 

focuses on how social issues were neglected in the establishment of the Euro and 

how this negligence is affecting the development of the current crisis. The core 

research question is whether a lack of a common European community (identity, 

values, norms) is a fundamental reason for how the crisis has developed and the 

immense political troubles that the Union is facing at the moment. Furthermore, 

the research will examine whether the identity of European citizens is moving 

towards or further away from a common European identity since the beginning of 

the Euro crisis, i.e. whether it has affected a sense of collective identity, and 

solidarity, between Europeans and to what extent it has challenged notions of 

European vs. national identity.  

This research will thus enter the debate in two popular fields in European 

studies, i.e. the debate on the Euro crisis and the debate on a common European 

identity. The idea is to link these two debates together and use the debate on the 

common European identity, or lack thereof, to examine the Euro crisis. Thus, the 

aim of this research is to examine the development of the crisis by focusing on the 

European public and whether a lack of a common European identity and solidarity 

can be viewed as an explanatory factor for how the crisis has developed. 

If one examines the debate on the Euro crisis so far, one soon finds that the 

major discussing points are on monetary and economic integration. With the 

introduction of the euro the monetary policy of the Eurozone countries was moved 

away from the national central banks to the European Central Bank (ECB) and thus 
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a common monetary policy was established. However, the economic policy was to 

a large extent still in the hands of the member states themselves and as such their 

economic policy was not necessarily in line with their monetary policy. The debate 

on the euro crisis has thus largely called for  deeper economic integration so that 

these two policies would go hand-in-hand. From this viewpoint the problems of 

the Eurozone largely stem from this mismatch between monetary and economic 

policies.  

In recent years there have been calls for a more inter-disciplinary approach to 

European studies that has resulted in giving sociological concerns more of a weight 

in the debate on the European Union (see for example Herrmann et al. 2004; 

Checkel and Katzenstein 2009; Zimmermann and Guiraudon 2011). Consequently, 

more research has emerged on the topic and a number of books have been 

published in recent years that have a stronger sociological focus, without 

disregarding the political science (in addition, see also Fligstein 2008; Favell and 

Guiraudon 2011). The aim of this research is to enter this sociological turn in 

European studies and use it to analyse some of the economic difficulties that the 

Union is facing. The social construction that is at the core of the Eurozone has been 

disregarded in the literature that focuses on the economic side of the Eurozone and 

the Euro crisis has not been in the limelight in the literature that focuses on the 

sociological aspects of the EU. It is my conviction that this research can shed some 

light on both of these aspects and thus make a fair contribution to the studies of 

the European Union. 

The research questions that are to be answered in this thesis are first and 

foremost whether a lack of a European community is a fundamental reason for how 

the Euro crisis has developed and the immense political troubles that the Union is 

facing at the moment. In order to answer this question the aim is to examine the 

existing literature on European identity formation and also to use the 

Eurobarometer surveys to examine whether one can say that a European 

community exists, and whether it is strong enough to support a currency union. 

The elements to be inspected will be based on what the theory of optimum 

currency areas lists as important social elements for a currency union, i.e. social 

solidarity, homogenous preferences, and common norms and values. A sub-question 
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to this research question is to examine whether the identity of Europeans is moving 

closer or further away from a common European identity since the beginning of the 

Euro crisis. This question will also be answered by looking at the Eurobarometer 

surveys. However, more emphasis will be placed on examining the public 

discourse and debate in European media to answer this question, by analysing 

newspaper articles from a pan-European website – Presseurop.  
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2. Theoretical framework 

The topic of this dissertation is to examine the single currency from a sociological 

viewpoint, rather than to delve into the economics behind the creation of a single 

currency. This chapter will first explain the theory of optimum currency areas 

(OCA) and how that theory has developed from focusing purely on economic 

aspects in the 1960’s into acquiring a sociological side as the theory developed in 

the decades to follow. The second part of this chapter will analyse more closely 

these sociological elements of the OCA theory by using the viewpoint, or analytical 

framework, of social constructivism. This will allow us to dig deeper into the 

sociological aspects of the OCA theory and in turn help in determining what 

elements should be analysed within the European Union to see whether a 

negligence of the sociological aspects of the OCA theory is a key explanatory factor 

in the development of the Euro crisis. The third, and last, part of this chapter will 

introduce a way forward from the current situation within the Eurozone by 

introducing the critical social theory of Jürgen Habermas, and others, and discuss 

what is considered to be missing for a common European identity to be able to 

develop and grow.  

 

2.1 Theory of optimum currency areas 

The creation and establishment of the euro as a common currency for, first 12, and 

now a growing number of EU countries has in a way created a kind of ‘laboratory 

conditions’ for economists to examine and analyse the conditions for common 

currencies to be a viable option for regions in the world.  In essence, a monetary 

union is “a group of countries that have adopted permanently and irrevocably 

fixed exchange rates amongst their various currencies” (Mankiw and Taylor 2008, 

767).  However, the countries of the Eurozone have gone a step further in this 

integration and adopted a common currency. They have abolished their own 

currencies that were in a way national symbols and integral parts of their national 

identities and taken up the common European currency with its connotations to 

common European symbols. To a certain extent a currency is a symbol of national 
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sovereignty. Coins and banknotes are decorated with persons and symbols of a 

country’s past which remind the users of their common shared history and invoke 

a sense of solidarity between them (see for example Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 

315; Risse 2003, 487-488). In that respect, creating a common currency not only 

pegs the interest rates of the currencies in question together, it also creates new 

symbols that are put into circulation, and is thus more than just an economic 

decision. 

The origins of the OCA theory are usually traced back to Robert Mundell and 

his publication of a paper in the 1960’s termed ‘A theory of optimum currency 

areas’ (Mundell 1961). The main focus of Mundell’s theory is on the factors of 

production, i.e. capital and labour. He claims that if there is sufficient mobility of 

the factors of production then it is profitable for the regions in question to fix their 

exchange rates and thus in effect share a currency. By doing so the 

countries/regions in question can reduce the transaction cost of maintaining their 

own currency and make trade easier between them (Mundell 1961). Mundell’s 

theory focuses on the mobility of factors of production, most importantly labour 

mobility. However, mobility of production factors can have numerous obstacles: 

Culture, language and institutional arrangements are different from one country to 

another and can serve as barriers to movement of labour from one country to 

another. People find it difficult to settle down and live in a country where they do 

not speak the language and where the culture is alien to them. The difference 

between institutional arrangements is also an important factor to consider and can 

serve as a barrier for people to move between countries. National currencies are in 

this light not only symbols of statehood, but can more often than not also be 

justified by labour mobility (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 324). European 

integration has to some extent streamlined the institutional framework within and 

between the countries of the European Union. However, one has to keep in mind 

that in many policy areas the nation states still have primary competence, e.g. 

matters concerning taxation and the welfare system, and thus the institutional 

arrangement between countries is a barrier, despite the changes made in 

legislation as a result of European integration. Thus, the barriers are still in place 

despite extensive integration between the countries comprising the Eurozone. 
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Their effect, however, is stronger in the short run than in the long run (Mongelli 

2008, 2).   

Since the publication of Mundell’s paper the OCA theory has developed 

extensively and taken in new economic factors that are considered to be relevant 

for a region to function properly as an OCA (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 322-329; 

Mongelli 2008, 2-3). This has happened under piecemeal condition, i.e. bit-by-bit 

new economic factors have been added to the theory, over a long period of time. As 

a result, the OCA theory is often considered to lack a complete structural 

framework that can give concrete guidelines on what conditions have to be met for 

a currency union to function properly, and as a matter of fact the conditions often 

contradict each other (Mongelli 2008, 4). However, there has always been 

consensus on the fact that in order for a monetary union to function it is not 

enough to only fulfil the economic requirements. There are also political 

requirements that have to be met and they are often considered to be the most 

important criteria for an OCA to function (Mongelli 2002, 10). These political 

requirements are, amongst others, compliance with joint commitments, 

cooperation on various economic policies and to encourage more institutional 

linkages (Mongelli 2002, 10). This emphasis on political factors has even led some 

economists to argue for the ‘endogeneity of OCA’, i.e. that if there is political 

consensus within the monetary union on the economic direction and economic 

policies, the economic requirements of the OCA will follow (Mongelli 2008, 7). 

Thus, the hypothesis is that by establishing a monetary union, trade and other 

economic and financial interactions between the countries in question will 

increase and they will in time create the conditions for an OCA; the monetary 

union will, thus, serve as stimulus for more political integration (Mongelli 2008, 7-

8; Frankel and Rose 1998). However, when considering political integration it is 

not enough only take into account institutions and interaction between political 

elites, the public also has to be taken into account.  

Thus, monetary integration needs political integration to function and 

alongside the sharing of national sovereignty between nations there has to a public 

will to take part in a monetary union and to take on the responsibilities that this 

entails. Baldwin and Wyplosz (2009, 314-349) have in their influential work on the 
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economics of the European integration summarised the criterions for optimum 

currency areas into six categories. The requirements they claim are most 

important are: (1) labour mobility: willingness of labour to move within the 

currency area (2) production diversification: production and exports should be 

diversified and of similar structure to reduce the likelihood of asymmetric shocks 

(3) trade openness: do the countries trade between each other? (4) fiscal transfers: 

are the countries willing to compensate each other for adverse shocks? (5) 

homogenous preferences: currency union members must share a wide consensus 

on the way to deal with shocks (6) solidarity vs. nationalism: there must be a sense 

of common destiny when the monetary policy gives rise to conflicts of national 

interests (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 322-329; Mankiw and Taylor 2008, 767-

794).  

The aim of this paper is not to answer the question whether the Eurozone is an 

OCA as it stands today, but rather to put the spotlight on the political and social 

requirements that are claimed to be essential for a monetary union to function. 

When the focus is on the economic aspect of the OCA theory the Eurozone scores 

relatively well. Production diversification is high and there are not many barriers 

to trade between the countries which should indicate that it is beneficial for the 

countries to share a currency. However, when it comes to the other criterions 

mentioned by Baldwin and Wyplosz the Eurozone starts to receive lower scores. 

Labour mobility in the Eurozone is rather low compared to other parts of the 

world (Mankiw and Taylor 2008, 782). It is important for economies when facing 

asymmetric shocks that people respond to economic incentives and are willing to 

move from areas of unemployment and low growth to areas where employment is 

needed (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 334-337). However, labour mobility is not 

only determined by economic incentives. There are also social elements that affect 

labour mobility that can in many cases be discouraging for the movement of labour 

between areas. Cultural differences play an important role; language, religion, 

traditions, family, xenophobia and commitment to one’s own country all play a role 

in discouraging labour mobility.  

The last three criterions mentioned by Baldwin and Wyplosz have a more clear 

social aspects than the first three. Fiscal transfers are important in a currency 
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union to address temporary shocks that may arise. Countries in a monetary union 

have lost the option of devaluing their currency to address shocks to their 

economy. Fiscal transfers are an important instrument to compensate for that loss, 

where a country in need receives fiscal transfers from those that are better-off 

(Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 337). There is no willingness for fiscal transfers 

within the Eurozone. The Eurozone was structured to avoid fiscal transfers – there 

was a ‘no bail-out clause’ put in place – and from the beginning the members of the 

Eurozone took responsibility for their own economic policies (Verdun 2010, 326-

327). This is done to avoid fiscal transfers from one country to another and 

furthermore, the EU budget is minuscule compared to the national budgets and is 

thus in no position to act as a central government towards members of the 

Eurozone, i.e. transfer funds from one region to another.  

Homogenous preferences refer to the view countries have towards economic 

and monetary policy. Do the countries, for example, have the same view towards 

inflation or public debt and do they place the same emphasis on these issues in 

their economic policy? Germany, for example, has since the end of WWII placed 

much emphasis on maintaining low inflation, whilst countries such as Italy and 

Greece have always had high inflation rates (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 339). 

Similarly, there are differences between European countries on other aspects 

concerning the economy, such as pension systems and indexation of debt and 

wages. How ingrained are these differences within societies? Have they developed 

cultural norms and values that separate each member state apart from the next? 

Or will the endogeneity hypothesis prove correct and the economies of the 

Eurozone will develop homogenous preferences?  

Lastly, Baldwin and Wyplosz maintain that citizens of a currency union have to 

be willing to rise above national sentiments in a pursuit for the common interest 

within the currency union (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 339). There has to be a 

sense of solidarity between members of the currency union; not only solidarity 

within the sovereign nation state. Citizens have to agree that certain decisions 

regarding their economic and monetary policy should not be the exclusive 

competence of their nation state, but should be moved to the European level. A 
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sense of a common destiny has to be in place for mechanisms such as fiscal 

transfers to be a viable option for the general public.  

The OCA theory has developed alongside the European integration process. 

Mundell, in his paper, considered whether the ‘new’ Europe that was developing in 

the 1960’s, through the cooperation that was taking place within the European 

Economic Community, was a suitable place for a common currency (Mundell 

1961). Even though Mundell’s main emphasis was on the mobility of factors of 

production he was also fully aware of the social implications of creating a common 

currency. He pointed out that certain political factors were fundamental for a 

region to be considered an OCA, as national currencies were a symbol of national 

sovereignty and thus a new currency could only be replaced if it were to be 

“accompanied by extensive political changes” (Mundell 1961, 661). Accordingly, 

monetary integration was, according to Mundell, only feasible in “areas where 

national sovereignty is being given up” (Mundell 1961, 664). This certainly applies 

to the European Union and the European integration process. Nations have agreed 

to share their sovereignty with one another in order to be better capable to 

address certain challenges that face them today. The integration has deepened and 

now covers policy areas that previously had been considered to be the exclusive 

competence of the nation state. In that respect the EU is an area where sovereignty 

is being given up and should thus be an ideal candidate for monetary integration. 

However, the development of the Euro crisis has shown that the pooling of 

sovereignty is not enough for the monetary union to function, more is needed.  

The next chapter will take a closer look at European integration and analyse 

the political requirements of the OCA theory from a societal perspective. It will 

introduce the literature on European identity and how that can be related to 

European integration and the creation of the monetary union.     

 

2.2 Social constructivism and European integration 

It should be clear now that in order for a monetary union to function properly 

there are both economic and social criterions that have to be fulfilled by the 

countries comprising the union. This paper uses the model put forth by Baldwin 
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and Wyplosz (2009) to distinguish what criterions have to be in place for a region 

to be an OCA. As was mentioned in the last chapter, there are other economic 

factors that have been mentioned as relevant criterions for an OCA3 (see for 

example Mongelli 2008; Mongelli 2002). However, whereas most papers on OCA 

theory are primarily focused on the economic aspect of the theory and only 

mention political integration and social aspects as minor points, the model by 

Baldwin and Wyplosz places more emphasis on these issues and gives them just as 

much weight as the economic ones. This paper will thus focus primarily on the 

three criterions put forth Baldwin and Wyplosz that have a clear social 

connotation, i.e. fiscal transfers, homogenous preferences, and solidarity vs. 

nationalism. These criterions can more clearly be related to national identity, 

norms, values and culture within each member state, than the economic variables. 

This research will examine these criterions and relate them to the social 

construction of the Eurozone and the EU, by using the analytical framework of 

social constructivism. 

Social constructivism is not a theory of international relations, but rather a 

viewpoint or an analytical framework that has entered the theoretical debate in 

recent decades (Reus-Smit 2009, 226). The key concept behind social 

constructivism is the claim that human beings live in a social environment that is 

constructed by their own behaviour and actions. This environment is constructed 

and produced by their behaviour and is, furthermore, constantly reproduced by 

their present behaviour and actions (see for example Risse 2009, 145-147). As 

such, the focus of the theory is not specifically European integration itself, but the 

socially constructed world that is the foundation and the framework behind it. In 

fact, “social constructivism as such does not make any substantive claims about 

European integration” (Risse 2009, 144; see also Christiansen, Jorgensen and 

Wiener 1999, 529-531), but rather enters the debate on European integration 

from a different standpoint. It is often used as a complementary viewpoint to other 

                                                           
3
 These criterions are: Price and wage flexibility, mobility of factors of production, financial market 

integration, degree of economic openness, diversification in production and consumption, similarities of 
interest rates, financial integration, and political integration (Mongelli 2008, 2-3). 
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theories where it takes a different ontological stance, compared to rationalist 

theories for example.  

In contrast to rational theories which view the preferences of agents as 

previously determined, as being autogenous (Reus-Smit 2009, 216), social 

constructivism sees the preferences of agents as being rooted in and shaped by 

their social environment. Its key claim is that agents do not exist independently 

from their environment but are shaped by it, as they shape it with their actions, 

and their preferences are determined by their social environment. This is what is 

referred to as the mutual constitutiveness of social structures and agents (Risse 

2009, 145-146). In this research this viewpoint of social constructivism will be 

used to complement, and further analyse, the three criterions of the OCA theory 

that have a more direct social and cultural connotation than the economic 

criterions. This distinction between economic and cultural criterions is made on 

the basis that the three criterions – fiscal transfers, homogenous preferences and 

solidarity vs. nationalism – can be directly related to socially constructed elements 

such as culture, identity, values and norms. Keeping in mind, nonetheless, that 

according to the social constructivist viewpoint it is not possible to separate 

economic institutions and polities from the society, as they exist as a part of the 

culture from which they arise (see for example Wendt 1999, 139-142).  

Social constructivism is thus often associated with different theories and can 

take on different analytical shapes. Consequently, scholars often use quite different 

approaches in analysing problems under the terminology of social constructivism. 

Checkel (2006) analyses three different approaches: conventional constructivism; 

interpretative constructivism; and critical/radical constructivism. All of these 

approaches are based on the same ontological foundation, i.e. they recognize “the 

deeply social nature of the world around us” (Checkel 2006, 8). They all claim that 

in order to understand the behaviour of agents it is just as important to examine 

normative and ideational structures as the material ones. These structures are 

instrumental in shaping the preferences of agents and thus shape their behaviour 

(Reus-Smit 2009, 220-222). Interests are, thus, not exogenously determined but 

are formed alongside the identity of actors and are never static as such. However, 

these approaches differ in their epistemological grounds, i.e. the methods they use 
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to advance their claims. While conventional constructivism is based on a positivist 

foundation and is centred on examining the role of norms, values, ideas and 

identities and how they have an effect on social and political actors and shape their 

behaviour, interpretative and critical/radical constructivism have a post-positivist 

base where the focus is on discourse and language within the society and how that 

shapes the social world we live in (Checkel 2006, 4).4 

In contrast to the major theories of European integration, such as liberal 

intergovernmentalism and neofunctionalism, which focus on the superstructure – 

the European level – as their unit of analysis, social constructivism allows the 

researcher to enter the domestic structure of each country in his analysis (see for 

example Checkel 2006, 24-29). The focus will nevertheless not be solely on the 

domestic sphere but rather on the interplay between the domestic and state level 

and the mutual constitutiveness of these different levels of analysis. This research 

will use conventional constructivism to analyse the Euro crisis and how the 

relations between the countries comprising the Eurozone can be understood in 

this light. The social factors underlying the crisis will be examined more closely, 

with the primary emphasis being placed upon the previously mentioned social 

criterions of the OCA theory. The claim of this paper is that these criterions are 

rooted in the social construction of each member state and that in order for them 

to be fulfilled the countries comprising the Eurozone need a more shared sense of 

belonging – a feeling that they have a common identity and that they exist as a 

community of fate with common interests.  

The next chapter will introduce the concept of European identity compared 

with national and social identities and how norms, values and beliefs are 

important in identity formation. Furthermore it will introduce how integration 

theory can be combined with social constructivism to give a more comprehensive 

view of the integration process. Moreover, the chapter will mention the 

importance of legitimacy in political decision-making and how that is relevant to 

the creation and structure of the Eurozone.  

 

                                                           
4
 This distinction is also made by Christiansen, Jorgensen and Wiener (1999, 535) where a distinction is 

made between two camps of constructivists, i.e. the positivist and post-positivist camps. 
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2.3 Solidarity, legitimacy and integration theory 

The EU’s motto “unity in diversity” illustrates that the EU recognizes and 

celebrates the differences between the member states. Each member state and 

each citizen has a distinct identity that is different and unique from the others. 

However, if this is the case how should one theorize on the nature of identities and 

identity formations within the EU? And why is identity important when 

considering the policies and politics of the EU? To answer what lies behind these 

questions we have to understand the role of identity in building a community; how 

strong it is; whether it is on a regional, national or supranational scale; and 

whether it is possible to hold multiple identities. This will in turn help in 

understanding the position of citizens and member states towards the euro. As the 

competence of the EU becomes wider and deeper and moves from being just a 

regulatory framework and into redistribution of wealth between the member 

states, identification with the EU and a sense of shared community of fate becomes 

more important.  

In his seminal work Imagined Communities Benedict Anderson put forth the 

claim that nation states and nations are a socially constructed phenomenon 

(Anderson 1991 [1983], 5-7). They are constructed through social practices and 

narratives that are created within a certain group. The main point behind this 

claim is the denial of nations as ethnic communities that innately share a common 

destiny and a common bond that unites them. Anderson claims that nations are 

socially constructed and are thus constantly changing and, for that matter, can 

cease to exist, should their narrative not be relevant anymore (see for example 

Hálfdanarson 2007, 25-28; Risse 2010, 22-23). These imagined communities are 

based on common identities that tie its members together and create a sense of 

shared belonging and common destiny – in this sense nationalism creates the 

nation through constant reification of narratives and symbols. Nations are thus 

constructed and constantly reproduced through numerous social sources, such as 

symbols (flags, currencies, anthems etc.), historical narratives and nationalist 

rhetoric. Individuals acquire a sense of collective identity that supports a shared 

feeling of loyalty and obligation towards institutions and political order. Political 
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leaders can then draw on this shared sense of belonging in promoting the 

legitimacy of the institutions that structure the society (Herrmann and Brewer 

2004, 3-4). This is important when one considers the willingness of citizens to 

follow and obey orders and rules from institutions within societies. These rules do 

not necessarily promote immediate utility towards citizens, but their sense of 

collective identity and common destiny allows them to obey the rules nonetheless. 

Collective identity is thus important in the relationship between citizens and the 

institutions that structure and make up the society they live in. However, one 

identity does not necessarily exclude the existence of other identities and 

individuals can hold numerous identities simultaneously. In line with this it is 

possible to feel attachment and loyalty towards ones region as well as towards 

one’s nation. The configuration of multiple identities has been given a lot of focus 

in European studies as it can tell us how citizens can acquire a European identity 

alongside their national identity and how the citizens relate to one another.  

There are four main categories of identity configurations that are highlighted in 

the literature (see for example Herrmann and Brewer 2004, 8-10; Risse 2010, 23-

25; and with a different nomenclature Delanty and Rumford 2005, 51-54). First, 

there are separate identities where the belonging to different groups does not 

overlap and is completely separated from other groups that the individual might 

belong to. Second, there are cross-cutting identities where some, but not all, 

members of an identity group are part of another group. Some members of the 

group Icelanders might thus identify with Europe whereas other members of that 

group do not. Third, identities can be nested in each other as layers of onions or as 

Russian Matryoshka dolls where everyone in a smaller community is also a 

member of a larger community. One can thus feel attachment to one’s region, then 

nation, then Europe etc. Fourth, identities can blend into one another and 

intertwine like a “marble cake”, where the argument is that various components of 

one’s identity are difficult to separate from one another because they are woven 

together and are mutually reinforcing. There are thus numerous ways in which a 

European identity can exist alongside other identities. The relations between them 

can take on different forms – from being completely separated to being so 

intertwined that they are mutually reinforcing. However, these multiple identities 
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can’t all be as important in an individual’s mind. A given individual is likely to place 

more emphasis on some aspects of his social identity than others; some things are 

just more important to him than others. This is an important element to consider 

in relation to European integration, where individuals are expected to shift their 

loyalties from national institutions to supra-national institutions at the European 

level.  

The strength of identities is important in this respect. Individuals hold multiple 

identities that shape their behaviour. However, these identities can vary in 

strength, where one element is more important than the other. The stronger the 

identity is the more behavioural consequences it should have (Risse 2010, 30). The 

strength of social identity thus refers to the “degree of loyalty that individuals are 

willing to invest when they identify with a social group” (ibid.). A prerequisite for 

political institutions to gain legitimacy from the citizens is that the citizens can 

identify with them – that they share a collective identity towards it. Collective 

identity allows the institution to demand loyalty from the citizens and they are 

willing to accept its decisions because they feel the institution has the legitimacy to 

demand loyalty. The creation of a new institution follows the same logic – citizens 

have to collectively identify with it in order for it to gain legitimacy (Bruter 2004, 

186). In this respect, the question for the Eurozone remains whether the collective 

identity towards the Eurozone, as an institution, is strong enough to maintain it 

and give it the legitimacy needed for solidarity to rise among its members. 

The question of legitimacy will be addressed in more detail in the discussions. 

However, for this theoretical part it is important to underline that this research 

sees legitimacy as being intrinsically linked to the concept of democracy, where 

there has to be a general feeling amongst citizens that they are self-governing – 

understood in the Habermasian sense that the addressees of the law consider 

themselves to be the authors of the law (Habermas 1996). The laws and decisions 

made by governments affect the citizens that live under their rule and have a 

coercive effect on the lives of people. To ensure legitimacy citizens have to feel that 

they are in control of this coercion (Lord 2012, 12). The legitimacy of the law is 

based on the norms and values of the society they apply to and can be contested in 

the same society. This is the crucial point. Historically, democracy and the nation-
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state have gone hand-in-hand and decisions made by the government have affected 

the citizens of the nation-state. These are citizens that share a collective identity 

and consider themselves to live in community of shared fate and belonging. 

Similarly, a new political community, such as the EU, needs a collective identity to 

gain legitimacy (Bruter 2004) and the laws of this community should base their 

legitimacy on the norms and values of the society they apply to (the EU) and have 

to be contested within that society (the EU). This venue for public contestation of 

law is referred to as a public sphere (Habermas 1996, 329-387; Conrad 2010). It is 

a forum for deliberation – a market place of ideas – that serves as a counterweight 

to the political system where all voices are to be equal and the best argument wins 

(Thomassen 2010, 42). Consequently, laws gain legitimacy by being deliberated in 

the public sphere that serves as a link between democracy and law.  

This question of legitimacy has entered the debate as the integration process 

has moved further and deeper into member states’ societies. In the 1960s, the 

early phases of European integration theorising, the focus of scholars was almost 

exclusively on the integration process as an elite driven project. The 

neofunctionalist theory of Ernst Haas emphasised functional pressures that moved 

the integration process forward. In Haas’ theory, the creation of successful 

centralised federal institutions, i.e. supranational institutions, redefines the 

interest of actors in the society and creates functional pressure to integrate other 

areas of the economies (Haas 2003 [1958], 147). Thus, the creation of the 

European Coal and Steel Community called for integration in other related sectors, 

such as transport, to function properly. Similarly, the creation of a single market 

within the European Economic Community in the 1980’s called for the creation of a 

single currency in order to function more efficiently. Integration can thus have 

unintended consequences for the member states; consequences that nevertheless 

have to be addressed and can call for actions that have not necessarily been 

approved by the citizens of the member states. This type of functional-economic 

pressure for further integration is called functional spillover (Niemann and 

Schmitter 2009, 49-50). The concept of spillover refers to how actions in one area 

can call for further actions in other areas and the constant snowballing effect that 

this can have (Lindberg 2003 [1963], 159). Early neofunctionalism thus saw a 



  

27 
 

functional pressure that served to move Europe ever closer to a common political 

community.   

Functional spillovers were not the only kinds of pressures that moved 

European integration forward, according to neofunctionalism. On the political level 

the political elites would come to realise that they are unable to effectively address 

numerous issues and problems within their national boundaries and thus 

increasingly turn to the supranational federal authority. This applied both to non-

governmental and governmental elites. Non-governmental elites and pressure 

groups would turn to the federal level in search for cooperation to address issues 

where their local government had been uncooperative (Haas 2003[1958], 148). 

The initial pressure is largely because of the functional-economic pressure but as 

time goes on a gradual learning process has taken place where the European level 

becomes an important playing field for the political level. Governmental elites are 

also affected by this through their socialisation in working groups, committees and 

more general bureaucratic interpenetration (Niemann and Schmitter 2009, 49-50). 

This process of constant pressure in the political field for further socialisation and 

integration is called political spillover in the neofunctionalist literature (ibid.). 

The last type of integration pressure the neofunctionalists presented was 

cultivated spillover, which refers to the role that the supranational institutions play 

as an impetus for further integration. These institutions become honest brokers in 

the intergovernmental bargaining process between the nations and encourage the 

nations to move beyond the lowest common denominator in their bargaining, in a 

move to ‘upgrade the common interests’ (Lindberg 2003[1963], 161). Through this 

role the Commission creates contacts with national elites and civil servants that 

are cultivated over time and leads to the Commission’s informal co-optation of 

national elites.  This over time results in more understanding of their behalf 

towards the European project (Niemann and Schmitter 2009, 49-50). It is this 

integrative role of the Commission that is being referred to by cultivated spillover.  

These spillover effects are different types of pressures that, according to 

neofunctionalist theory, move the integration process forward automatically. This 

automatic integration process has implications for the legitimacy of the European 

institutions. Actors are seen in a rational perspective where their moves towards 
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further integration are caused by their motives to maximise their own benefits in a 

given situation (Haas 2003[1958], 147-149). The focus is on the way that the elite 

parts of the economic and political sphere in the society (e.g. interest groups, 

political parties, political leaders, trade unions and industrial associations) are the 

driving force behind further integration as they are most affected by the functional 

pressures. Integration is thus not driven by popular support, but rather by the 

rational, utility maximizing, choice of the political and economic elite. This 

becomes problematic for the legitimacy of European integration and European 

institutions, especially when integration is starting to have an effect on the 

everyday life of the European public that never explicitly agreed to the integration 

process.  

Neofunctionalism lost much of its appeal in the 1970’s when there was a halt in 

the integration process which the theory was unable to explain, and it was even 

declared obsolete by Haas himself. However, the resurge of the integration process 

that started with the creation of the single market in the 1980’s has revived the 

theory and a modified version of it has been structured. This revised version 

accommodates elements that were not part of the theory before. Its ontological 

scope has been broadened as it has moved towards constructivism in its claims 

(Niemann and Schmitter 2009, 55). Haas recognised that values and common 

external threats could be important for the creation of federal institutions and 

would make their establishment easier in practice. This was, however, not an 

imperative condition and identity only played a minor role in Haas’ theorising 

(Haas 1958[2003], 147; Checkel and Katzenstein 2009, 5). In the revised version 

more emphasis is placed upon socialisation, deliberation and learning that takes 

place in the Community environment and how it facilitates more co-operative 

decision-making and encourages understanding between member states (Niemann 

2008, 562; Niemann and Schmitter 2009, 55). Furthermore, the functional 

pressure is viewed as a structural component in the integration process that is in 

constant interplay with the actors (agents) and has the propensity to pressure 

them towards further integration through constant functional pressure (Niemann 

2008, 561). This, constant interplay is, in line with constructivist theory, mutually 

constitutive where the structure affects the agents and vice versa. However, 
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whereas early neofunctionalism saw the functional pressure being automatic and 

constantly moving forward, the revised version sees in the interplay a space for 

actors to influence the direction of the integration process (ibid., 561-565). The 

integration process can thus be halted, paused, moved backwards or taken 

forward, depending on the actions and will of the agents. 

There are, thus, according to this, not only dynamic forces that push integration 

forward, but also countervailing forces that work in the other direction by either 

stagnating or opposing the integration process. Niemann (2008, 564-565) 

accommodates two such forces into his theory; domestic constraints and 

sovereignty-consciousness.5 Domestic constraints refer to the restricted autonomy 

of governments to take action because of internal opposition to some aspects of 

integration. This can be opposition from political parties (opposition or coalition), 

lobby groups, media or any other domestic opposition that limits the capacity of 

the government for further integration. Sovereignty-consciousness, on the other 

hand, can be thought of as nationalism in its purest form and refers to actors’ 

disposition to transfer sovereignty to a supranational institution. This opposition is 

often linked to national identities, traditions and ideologies (Niemann 2008, 564-

565; Niemann and Schmitter 2009, 55-56). There are thus domestic forces that 

influence policy makers and affect their capacity to move the integration process 

forward.  

These perspectives offered by neofunctionalism help in understanding the way 

European integration moves forwards. The progress is not automatic and steady, 

but rather characterised by constant bargaining between member states on 

whether and how to move forward with European integration. There is not 

constant spillover that moves the EU forward towards a federal union as domestic 

constraints and sovereignty-consciousness are forces that direct the process 

towards stagnation, or even ‘spillback’ (Niemann 2008, 564). These forces are in 

constant dialectic relationship with each other and the strength of each controls 

the direction of the integration process, with the forces containing both a ‘logic of 

integration’ and a ‘logic of disintegration’ (Tranholm-Mikkelsen 1991, 18). The 

                                                           
5
 Tranholm-Mikkelsen (1991, 16-17) makes a similar claim calling the countervailing forces ‘sovereignty 

symbols’ and ‘diversity of the member states’. 
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dialogue that takes place can serve to encourage understanding between the 

member states and can in that respect be an impetus for a collective identity to 

emerge amongst them. Increased socialisation, deliberation and learning can have 

an effect on the norms and values of the participants in the dialogue and make 

them more susceptible to an emerging European Community (Risse 2009, 147-

149). However, this dialogue only takes place at the elite level and thus leaves the 

public out of the socialisation process and causes problems for the legitimacy of 

the integration. 

The EMU was from the outset supposed to be a monetary union where the 

participating countries still had exclusive competence over their economic policies. 

Powers over monetary policies were moved from the national level to the supra-

national level, while the economic policies continued to be controlled at the 

domestic level – within a certain framework established by the Stability and 

Growth Pact. Furthermore, the treaties explicitly state that a member state “shall 

not be liable for or assume the commitments” taken on by other member states 

(Lisbon Treaty, Art. 125). This is what is usually referred to as the ‘no bail-out 

clause’. The Euro crisis has, however, forced the Union and its member states to 

reconsider some of the basic premises of the treaties. First, the no bail-out clause 

was wavered in order to rescue the Greek economy and after that the EU 

institutions took on a greater role in monitoring and making interventions into 

economic policies of the Eurozone countries (Lord 2012, 9). The scope – a move 

towards a political union – of the EMU has thus changed without changes being 

made to the treaties that would ensure legitimacy of the actions.  
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3. Methodology  

In order to examine the position of European societies the research will primarily 

be based on examining data from questionnaires done by the European Union. The 

EU has regularly done surveys that examine what position citizens of individual 

member states have towards the EU. These surveys can be easily accessed online 

and can be viewed back in time, therefore it is possible to read how people’s 

positions have changed as the political situation in the EU has changed. These 

surveys are quantitative data and as such can only give a broad overview of the 

position and feeling that citizens of Europe have towards the EU, the euro and 

other member states. In order to examine some aspects more fully the research 

will also be based on a content analysis of newspaper articles where the idea is 

that such an approach can give a fuller and more comprehensive image of the 

broad quantitative data (Creswell & Clark 2011, 7-9).  

There are some clear advantages in combining quantitative and qualitative 

methods as the researcher is able to take the strengths of each approach and 

combine them together and in turn make up for their individual weaknesses. 

Quantitative research gives a broad and general overview of the topic under 

scrutiny. However, there is a danger when using a quantitative method that the 

findings are too general and often questions arise on the findings that need to be 

further analysed, as the quantitative approach does not provide understanding on 

the context nor the setting in which people talk. Furthermore, quantitative 

research leaves the researcher in the background along with his personal biases 

and interpretations (Creswell & Clark 2011, 12). On the other hand, in qualitative 

research the position and personal interpretations of the researcher are often 

quite clear which can create bias in the research. As can be seen by this, the 

weaknesses of the quantitative method are the strengths of the qualitative method, 

and vice versa.  
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3.1 The quantitative research 

The European Commission has since 1973 conducted research on the development 

and evolution of public opinion within the member states of the EU. This is done by 

conducting surveys amongst the citizens of the EU where they are asked to voice 

their opinion on issues related to the EU and its work. Questions range from being 

on any given policy issue of the EU to asking citizens to voice their feelings towards 

the EU as an institution and the role it plays in European societies (European 

Commission 2013). The quantitative part of this research will be based on 

analysing data coming from these surveys.  

There is a wide variety of surveys published under the auspices of the 

Eurobarometer, both quantitative and qualitative, and on a wide variety of issues. 

However, in gathering data for this research the focus will be on the ‘public opinion 

survey’ that is conducted twice a year and is similarly constructed each time 

around. These surveys are open and available to all and will be the primary data 

used to analyse public opinion in the first part of the research. The focus will be on 

the social aspects of the optimum currency area theory and there are numerous 

questions from the ‘public opinion surveys’ that can be used for this purpose. The 

questions asked each time around are not necessarily always exactly the same and 

a question can be omitted one year but be taken up again later. Ideally, it would be 

preferable to have same questions asked each time around to get the most reliable 

data. However, the theme of the questions remains the same and will thus be 

deemed to be sufficient for this part of the research. Furthermore, the surveys are 

conducted by the same institution each time around so they should give a 

reasonably comprehensive picture of the development of public opinion in the EU 

in numerous areas.  

The public opinion surveys will be used to create an overview image of the 

feelings of citizens towards the EU and examine whether there has been any real 

change in public opinion towards the EU since the beginning of the Euro crisis. 

This image can then be further analysed in the qualitative part, where 

interpretations of the researcher can have more weight.  
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The data collection will thus consist of gathering the public opinion surveys 

done by the Eurobarometer from the start of the crisis up until today. The first 

survey used is Standard Eurobarometer 72, conducted in the fall of 2009, a few 

months before the Euro crisis starts. This will enable the research to first have a 

picture of how the opinion was within Europe before serious trouble hit and then 

to see how it has developed as the crisis has unfolded. The questions that will be 

analysed will come from different parts of the surveys, but the focus will be on the 

opinion of Europeans towards the EU: the values of Europeans, trust towards the 

EU and its institutions, Europeans and the crisis. These are all chapters that appear 

more or less similarly each time around.     

The Eurobarometer surveys have been criticized as a reliable data in 

measuring the identity of Europeans. Checkel and Katzenstein (2009, 10) point out 

the difficulties in using polls such as the Eurobarometer to understand and 

measure identity (see also Bruter 2005, 101-103). The risk is that the polls will 

impose “a conceptual unity on extremely diverse sets of political processes that 

mean different things in different contexts” (Checkel and Katzenstein 2009, 10). 

Thus, the survey questions can steer the answers of respondents into a much 

tighter structure than exists in reality and in effect create the attitudes that they 

report. The point being that the surveys can’t accommodate the complex nature 

and different structures of identities that respondents have (see for example 

Meinhof 2004, 217-219).  

These surveys are nonetheless the most reliable data that we currently have on 

European identity. They are conducted in all the member states by recognised 

professionals using the same method each time around. In that respect it is by far 

the broadest in scope and most reliable of the surveys that a researcher for a thesis 

like this can access. The criticism is, furthermore, mainly on how the concept of 

identity is used in the surveys. This research will examine more indicators than 

just the ones focusing on identity. I have not found any criticism directed towards 

the surveys as a whole and the researchers that voice their criticisms towards the 

surveys use them nevertheless. The first part of the research will be based on 

examining data coming from these surveys, while being aware of the criticism that 

has been extended its way. 
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As was mentioned earlier in this chapter, the quantitative part of this research 

is intended to paint an overarching picture of European identity; what feelings 

Europeans have towards the EU, what values they uphold, and what their position 

is towards the crisis and how it should be addressed.  

 

3.2 The qualitative research 

The qualitative part of the research will consist of conducting a content analysis of 

newspaper articles written on the Euro crisis from the time it hit the media in 

December 2009 up until today. Content analysis is a research method that is, 

broadly speaking, based on analysing texts and what meaning they contain. The 

researcher analyses the content of a given text in order to make claims about its 

meaning and what effects it can have on the audience of the text (Prasad 2008, 

175). This research will use content analysis to monitor themes and trends in 

newspaper articles written on the Euro crisis. By analysing these texts one can try 

to detect a trend in the debate on the crisis and make inferences based on these 

trends, or themes, to answer questions. The questions that are to be answered in 

this part are; how the Euro crisis has affected a sense of collective identity, and 

solidarity, between Europeans; and to what extent the Euro crisis has promoted or 

challenged notions of European vs. national identity.   

The sample that I have chosen to work with for this part is to use newspaper 

articles from the pan-European website Presseurop. The decision to use 

Presseurop is largely based on the scope of the articles published there, as their 

articles are chosen from over 200 news sources, mainly from within the EU 

(Presseurop 2012c). The articles can be read in ten languages on the website and 

thus language knowledge is not as big an issue for the researcher when using data 

from Presseurop. The stated aim of Presseurop is to “promote informed 

democratic debate within the EU” and to meet this end it does not just track 

current events within the EU, but is rather based on “selective coverage of 

overarching issues, debates and opinions that cut across the European media” – 

within the member states and inside the EU (Presseurop 2012d). Lastly, it 

emphasises its independence despite being funded by the European Commission. 
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Using Presseurop allows the sample to be based on articles written in any given 

member state of the EU without language becoming a barrier. This broadens the 

scope of the research and allows data from a bigger variety of countries to be taken 

in than otherwise would have been possible. 

The articles that are published by Presseurop are not all opinionated articles 

but are also general news articles that have no normative assessment in the way 

they portray the news. The opinionated articles on the other hand are designed to 

be the newspaper’s venue for expressing its opinion on a particular issue (Trenz et 

al. 2008, 3). Consequently, reading general news articles will not give an 

opportunity of detecting a trend in a debate but rather allows the researcher to 

follow the chain of events as they happen without normative views being 

expressed. In addition, Presseurop publishes articles that are either cut down and 

just give a brief introduction to the subject at hand, or are a collection of articles 

from numerous sources on a given subject. Normally, these articles were of the 

type that would fall under general news and accessing them in full can often be 

problematic. Thus, these articles were filtered out of the sample. 

In creating the sample, the first decision made was to focus exclusively on the 

opinion articles published on Presseurop. First, I chose to select only the articles 

covering the topic of the Euro from the time the economic crisis started in 

December 20096 up until 31 July 2013. This was done by using the websites’ 

classification of the articles as one can pick the topic, ‘Euro’, on their website. The 

second step was to filter out all the articles that were either of general nature or 

were a collection of articles from numerous sources put together into one news 

story. This left me with only the opinionated articles on the Euro from the website, 

a sample of 179 articles. The third, and last, step in creating the sample was then to 

use a random sampling method to pick articles out of this group of 179 articles. It 

was important to create a sample that would be big enough to allow for trends to 

be detected and that a single article would not be able to change the whole image 

of what is being examined. While this is important, it is equally relevant that the 

sample is not too big for a research of this magnitude as it has to allow the 

                                                           
6
 The first article on the Euro crisis appeared on the website on 9 December 2009 and I chose that as the 

starting point of my sample.   
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researcher time to analyse each article individually through thorough reading. 

Therefore, a decision was made to pick every fifth article from the sample of 179 

articles, starting with the first one from 15 December 2009 on the beginning of the 

Euro crisis. This left me with a sample of 36 articles to analyse.  

Content analysis can be differentiated by the unit of analysis that the 

researcher wants to focus on and can in that respect be based on either recording 

the occurrence of units or by detecting the context of the text (Prasad 2008, 185). 

The recording of occurrences is based on counting the number of times a 

particular reference or a fact appears in the analysed texts. There is a wide variety 

of units that can be counted, ranging from a single word or a symbol to paragraphs 

or themes in the text (ibid.). However, by only counting occurrences of units there 

is a danger that semantic nuances of the text do not get translated adequately into 

the research. A word can for example have a positive and a negative connotation 

and it is the context within which it stands that decides its true meaning. In order 

to avoid this risk of semantic ambiguity this research will be based on the second 

method, of detecting context within the text and make inferences based on the 

outcome. The research is based on reading thoroughly opinion articles in 

newspapers from across Europe. Simply counting words or themes would not 

allow the research to grasp the entire meaning of the articles. Of course it is 

relevant to be able to count how many times a certain subject appears in the 

debate. However, it is equally important to give the research the depth and the 

freedom to analyse the themes appropriately by allowing the researcher to move 

beyond the quantitative study of the text and analyse the social construction – the 

context – that it is built upon.  

The opinion presented in newspaper articles is usually part of a larger 

construct of meaning, or frames, that it enters. The frames allow the journalist to 

skip listing out details and justifications of their writing, as the opinion they are 

presenting enters a pre-established semantic space within which particularities 

receive their larger meaning. Frames can thus be defined as: 
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[P]atterns of interpretation and meaning that can be used to build larger 
storylines, in which particular opinions and arguments are embedded. They 
are not to be taken for opinions or justifications, but rather mark the 
semantic space for the unfolding of opinion making (Trenz et al. 2008, 9).  

The second part of this research will detect those frames in the debate on the 

Euro crisis and use them to analyse the direction of trends and themes in the 

debate. By analysing the frames – when they occur; in which newspapers; how 

many times; and in what order – the idea is that a fuller image of the debate and 

public’s perception of the European Union in the Euro crisis will emerge. Through 

the analysis of the frames the two research questions, i.e. how the Euro crisis has 

affected a sense of collective identity, and solidarity, between Europeans; and to 

what extent the Euro crisis has promoted or challenged notions of European vs. 

national identity, will be answered in more detail.  

 

3.3 Validity, risk analysis and ethical concerns 

Validity of a research design “is about ensuring that you build into your research 

sufficient robustness to have the confidence to make generalizations” (Hart 2005, 

334). Therefore it is important to realize which concepts are under scrutiny and 

establish a clear definition of them and their relationship, already in the 

preparatory phase of the research. It also has to be clear how the concepts relate to 

the theories that guide the work and the methodology that is being followed (Hart 

334-338).  

The concepts that are under scrutiny in this research project are well 

established within the field of study and as such there should not be much 

disagreement on their term of usage. As was mentioned in the methodology 

chapter, there has been some criticism on how the concept of identity is used in the 

surveys and whether the questions as they are asked in the surveys can contain all 

its intricacies. This criticism is valid, but these surveys are nevertheless the best 

available source for measuring European identity and are used in numerous 

researches – even by those that criticise them. There is thus not as clear a 

relationship between the concept of ‘identity’ as it appears the theories and how it 
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is used in the Eurobarometer surveys as one would have hoped for. However, the 

research is based on more indicators that are less contested and they will 

hopefully make up for the ambiguity concerning how identity is used in the 

surveys. The social concepts that are used in the OCA theory, i.e. solidarity vs. 

nationalism, homogenous preferences, and fiscal transfers, are all a part of 

Eurobarometer surveys. Eurobarometer asks for example about the image of the 

European Union; How European are Europeans? What are the main values of the 

EU? Where should the emphasis for the future lie? Solidarity vs. individualism? 

(Eurobarometer 2012). These are more or less standard questions that can be 

traced back in time and analysed and fit well with the concepts as they are put 

forth in the theory. The ambiguity of some of the concepts, such as solidarity, and 

how they should be measured will hopefully be made clear in the qualitative part, 

where one could examine how such ideas appear in the public discourse.  

There are some risk factors that have to be taken into consideration concerning 

the data used in this research. The research will be based on secondary sources, 

especially in the quantitative part. It can be troublesome to rely on secondary data 

in this kind of work. Bryman (2012, 315-316) points out that when using 

secondary data the researcher does not have as much control over the data as he 

would if it was an independent research. Furthermore, key variables might be 

missing that the researcher would want to be a part of his project and the 

researcher does not know the data as extensively as he would if an independent 

research was conducted. All this can be considered to be potential risk factors in 

the development of the research. However, there are also advantages in using 

secondary data. They for example save time and money; give an opportunity for 

longitudinal analysis; the researcher has more time for data analysis; and is usually 

of high quality (ibid., 312-315). The Eurobarometer surveys have to be considered 

quite reliable and each survey lists out the methodology and the working process it 

is based on. These surveys are also conducted in all EU member states and are 

therefore not too skewed towards a specific country or region within Europe.   

The content analysis is based on information coming from a single source, 

Presseurop. This reliance on a single source can of course be criticised as it might 

favour certain opinions at the expense of others and thus be skewed towards a 
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particular understanding of Europe whilst side-lining other opinions. This, 

however, does not seem to be the case with Presseurop as the articles that are 

published on the website cover both pro-integration and Eurosceptic views 

towards European issues. In fact, as was mentioned in the last chapter, the website 

makes a conscious effort to publish articles on all views and from a large variety of 

sources (Presseurop 2012b). Consequently, the problems that arise with using 

only a single source in data collection are hopefully avoided because the material 

on the webpage comes from a broad spectrum of sources.  

It is vital for this research that it gives a comprehensive image of the European 

population. The “traditional” research on the Euro crisis focuses on the crisis from 

an intergovernmental perspective where the nation states are the main actors in a 

power play between each other. The aim in this research is to detect general trends 

in the debate on the Euro crisis and use them to analyse whether the emergence of 

a European identity is closer or further away from being a reality since the Euro 

crisis began and whether European identity is a fundamental explanatory factor in 

the development of the crisis. The Eurobarometer is a public survey and as such 

covers the whole spectrum of the population. Results from the surveys should in 

this respect not be biased towards any particular societal group but give an image 

of the general opinion of the public. However, there is a danger when reading 

newspaper articles, especially opinionated articles, that the viewpoint that is 

presented is that of the ‘educated elite’. This is a problem that all researches that 

are based on data coming from newspapers and media have to address. The 

opinion that is voiced in the media comes from the educated elite because these 

are the persons that work in media and this bias will thus not be avoided. In order 

to minimize the danger of bias skewing the data towards some opinion at the 

expense of others the researcher has to make a conscious decision to cover 

different parts of the political spectrum equally. Presseurop issues articles from 

numerous national newspapers, from the whole political spectrum and should thus 

give a broad perspective that is not too focused on a single region within Europe 

nor on a single opinion.  

Lastly I want to mention a few ethical considerations that will unavoidably 

arise in any research and the researcher has to be aware of all the phases of his 
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work. Even though this research does not require permits or licences, it does have 

some ethical considerations for the researcher. Hart (2005, 277-311) lists out 

some ethical concerns that any researcher has to take into account on all stages of 

the research. Since this research is to a large extent based on already established 

secondary data that is available and easily accessible by anyone that wishes to 

examine it, a number of ethical considerations can be ruled out. However, in every 

work the researcher has to be sensitive towards the data he uses and be honest in 

how he uses the works of others. Plagiarism will both have an effect on the 

research that is being done, and also on the reputation of the researcher and thus 

can have unforeseen repercussions for the future. The researcher also has to 

maintain his independence and make sure that he is not leaving out any data, or 

any part of the literature, that can affect the conclusions of the research. The 

researcher has to give a fair assessment of the work that has preceded his own and 

take it into account in his work (Hart 2005, 296-300). These are ethical questions 

that all researchers have to be aware of and have in the back of their minds 

throughout their work. The researcher has to be honest towards himself, as well as 

towards the work of others. 
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4. Euro crisis and European identity 

Since the 1970’s the opinions of European citizens towards the EU have been 

recorded and monitored by the European Commission. The first part of this 

research consists of monitoring these opinions in relation to the Euro crisis; both 

to get an image of the opinion of Europeans towards the EU and also to see 

whether it has changed as the crisis has developed. As was previously mentioned, 

this will consist of analysing data coming from the Eurobarometer. This data will 

be used to give a broad picture of the collective identity of Europeans and the 

feelings they have towards the EU and the crisis. The study will consist of analysing 

recent trends in public opinion towards the EU. The data will mainly focus on the 

period from the start of the crisis in 2009 up until today. However, in some cases 

the figures give numbers that go further back, in order to give a more 

comprehensive image of the development of some trends; the focus nonetheless 

remains on the Euro crisis and its effect on the emergence and development of a 

collective European identity. The second part of the research will then examine the 

picture that emerges from the Eurobarometer data more fully by analysing 

opinionated newspaper debate that has taken place during the Euro crisis.  

 

4.1 Eurobarometer and public opinion 

This chapter can be divided up into three parts. The first part will give an image of 

how citizens of the EU perceive the Union in general. This is done by examining 

numerous indicators relating to the meaning of the EU towards the citizens, the 

values it represents, and the feeling people have towards being citizens of Europe. 

In the second part the focus will move towards the Euro crisis and analyse people’s 

perception of the EU as an active actor in solving the crisis. Whether this 

perception has changed as the crisis has developed and whether other actors are 

considered to be better positioned, and better trusted, to tackle the crisis. Lastly, 

the third part will look towards the future and examine future prospects for the 

EU, by focusing on data concerning trust in the Union as a political institution and 

satisfaction with the way democracy functions within it.  
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Figure 1 shows how and to what extent citizens of the member states identify 

with Europe. In line with the theories on identity formation respondents are given 

the possibility of saying that they hold multiple identities, i.e. identify both with 

their nation state and Europe. They are asked to make a distinction between them 

and say which they hold to higher esteem, national or European identification, and 

in what order.7 This is a question that has been asked throughout the years in 

Eurobarometer surveys. Results show that there is a shift from 2005 to 2011 

between those that say they identify with their nationality only and those that say 

that they identify with their nationality first and then Europe. In this period the 

question was not asked as frequently in surveys as in the years before, but there is 

a clear trend towards a more nationalistic identification at the expense of holding 

Europe as a secondary identity. This trend coincides with the rejection of the 

constitutional treaty in 20058 and is perhaps influenced by the subsequent debate 

on whether the EU should develop further into a nation state, or whether the 

member states were still the masters of the treaties. The highest point of exclusive 

national identity is at the start of the Euro crisis in spring 2010, when 46% say 

they identify with their nationality only. This has changed over the course of the 

crisis and in spring 2013 38% are exclusive nationalists. Over the same period, 

those that have a dual identity9 – nation first, Europe second – have gone up the 

same amount (8%) from 41% in 2010 to 49% in 2013 (see figure 1).   

Apart from this shift between 2005 and 2011 all the categories have remained 

stable over the ten year period shown in figure 1, and further back for that matter 

(European Commission 2013). The change was only within these two categories 

(nationality only, nationality and European). If the categories of the survey are 

divided up into two camps, those that are more nationalistic (nation only, and 

nation first Europe second) and those that are more European (Europe only, and 

Europe first nation second), the division is quite uneven. Looking at figure 1 we 

can see that those that claim to only have a European identity and those that say 

                                                           
7
 Question: In the near future, do you see yourself as...? 

8
 The treaty was signed in October 2004 and eventually rejected in June 2005 after a heated debate in 

several member states regarding whether the EU was moving towards becoming a nation state, with a 
flag and an anthem, at the expense of the member states.  
9
 This is what Neil Fligstein refers to as ‘situational Europeans’ (Fligstein 2009, 140). 
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they are European first and then national are relatively stable in number, counting 

for about 10% of respondents (3-4% only European and 6-7% European and then 

nationality). This is a relatively low percentage, but 10% of citizens of the EU add 

up to over 50 million people identifying either exclusively or primarily with 

Europe. However, by using the same line of argument the other, nationalistic, camp 

counts for 87-89% over the period, over 450 million people.  

 

 
Figure 1 – In the near future do you see yourself as…? 
Source: Eurobarometer (2007; 2010; 2012a; 2013b) 

 

This goes to show that national identification is strong within the member 

states and on the whole much stronger than European identification. However, if 

those that carry any form of identification with Europe, ‘sometimes Europeans’, 

are counted together they are 59% in 2013, and have been a majority for the whole 

period under study (the low point being 51% in 2010). Consequently, there is a 

possibility that on a given issue there are more people that would prefer a 

European solution than a national one. Nevertheless, this complex pattern of how 

one identifies with Europe or one’s nation can vary between individuals and is 

sometimes used to explain the ups and downs of the European political project 

(Fligstein 2009, 140). Individuals have their personal connection with Europe and 

do not place the same significance to all issues. It is thus important to examine 
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further what understanding people put into the European political project; what it 

stands for and how they see its future.  

When asked in the fall of 2009, before the Euro crisis started, about what the 

European Union represents,10 the most common answer citizens gave was 

‘Freedom to travel, study and work anywhere within the EU’ (46%) (see figure 2). 

The second most common answer was the Euro, with (37%) of respondents saying 

that it was to them what the EU represents. Other answers were for example: 

Peace (28%), democracy (26%), and stronger say in the world (25%) 

(Eurobarometer 2009b, 138). It should be noted that all the top answers were 

positive in nature, indicating a generally positive view from citizens towards the 

EU. The highest negative answer was ‘waste of money’ (21%). When the same 

question was asked again in 2013 (Eurobarometer 2013b, 47-49), the freedom to 

travel, study and work was still the most common answer (42%), and the Euro 

came second (35%). However, it is noticeable that this time around negative 

answers appear higher on the list. The third most common answer in 2013 was 

‘waste of money’, and democracy had moved from being the answer of 26% in 

2009 to 19% in 2013.  

 
Figure 2 - What does the EU mean to you personally? 
Source: Eurobarometer (2009b; 2013b) 

                                                           
10

 Question: What does the EU mean to you personally? 
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54% 49% 
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Closeness of Europeans in terms of 
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The survey doesn’t ask what understanding respondents put into each 

answers. Thus, a person saying that the euro is what she considers to be the 

meaning of the EU, does not say whether this has a positive or a negative 

connotation. Some of the answers given can, thus, have both negative and positive 

connotations in the minds of the respondents. However, most of the possibilities 

carry normative assessments, giving either a clear positive or a clear negative 

undertone. When the answers from these two different surveys are compared with 

one another there is a clear trend towards a more negative sense of the EU in the 

minds of respondents. Even though the freedom to travel, study and work, and the 

euro remain the top answers they are both declining. Positive answers, such as 

‘economic prosperity’ (18% in 2009 down to 11% in 2013), ’stronger say in the 

world’ (25% in 2009 down to 18% in 2013), and ‘democracy’ (26% in 2009 down 

to 19% in 2013) have all lost ground at the expense of negative answers. Waste of 

money (21% up to 27%), unemployment (14% up to 19%), and bureaucracy (20% 

up to 24%) are those that have gone up most points in this period. This is an 

indication that over the course of the crisis people’s perception of the European 

Union has become more negative.  

In terms of values a majority of respondents feel that EU member states are 

close in terms of values. 

However, the sense of closeness 

has dropped somewhat from 

2008 to 2012 (see figure 3). The 

number of respondents that say 

that the member states are ‘total 

distant’ in terms of values has 

increased by 8% over the period. 

Keeping in mind that the first 

survey was conducted in spring 

2008, before the Euro crisis 

started, it is safe to assume that 

Figure 3 - Closeness of Europeans in terms of values 
Source: Eurobarometer (2012b, 4) 
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the decline in perceived closeness between the member states can be ascribed to 

the crisis and how it has developed.  

When asked to make a distinction between European and western values a 

majority of respondents did not make such a distinction when the question was 

asked in 2008.11 It appears that the distinction was rather made between 

Europeans and other cultural parts of the world. Because when asked to compare 

European values with values of other continents a large majority (61%, against 

22%) agreed with the statement that it was easier to see what Europeans had in 

common in terms of shared values than people of other continents 

(Eurobarometer 2008, 10). This view remained relatively stable when asked again 

in 2012 where 59% agree and 26% disagree with the statement that ‘compared to 

other continents it is much easier to see what Europeans have in common in terms 

of values’ (Eurobarometer 2012b, 7). However, the question on whether European 

values existed apart from western values was not asked again in 2012 and thus 

impossible to analyse a trend in that regard. It is nonetheless interesting to see that 

Europeans do see themselves as a separate cultural area, apart from other 

continents. However, they do not appear to make this distinction with regards to 

being a member state of the EU, but rather as being part of the western world.   

 
Figure 4 - Personal values 
Source: Eurobarometer (2009c; 2012b; 2013b) 

                                                           
11
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Respondents are furthermore asked to specify what these values are.12 The 

answers have remained stable over the course of the crisis with ‘Respect for 

human life’, ‘Human rights’, and ‘Peace’ being the values that EU citizens hold 

highest (figure 4). When these are compared with the values that citizens ascribe 

to the European Union a similar pattern arises.13 Here ‘Peace’, ‘Democracy’, and 

‘Human rights’ are most often mentioned which goes to say that the values that 

citizens hold highest on a personal level are, as far as this data shows, reflected in 

the values they ascribe to the EU (figure 5). The only exception being that ‘Respect 

for human life’ receives much higher score as a personal value than a value related 

to the EU. This can, however, probably be related to the fact that in general respect 

for human life is a value that one would claim to be important for individual 

behaviour, but not necessarily as relevant for a political entity such as the EU 

(Eurobarometer 2012b, 12). Thus, all in all, personal values and the values 

ascribed to the EU are very similar and the EU should, in that respect, represent 

the values held by its citizens.  

 
Figure 5 - Values of the European Union 
Source: Eurobarometer (2009c; 2012b; 2013b) 

 

                                                           
12

 Question: In the following list, which are the three most important values for you personally? (MAX. 3 
ANSWERS). 
13

 Question: Which three of the following values best represent the EU? (MAX. 3 ANSWERS). 
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There is, however, a major criticism that has to be pointed out when analysing 

the answers to the values survey. The questionnaire lists out numerous 

possibilities for respondents to pick from when answering the question, and also 

gives the possibility of picking three answers. However, all the possibilities are 

relatively positive in nature, as can be seen from the answers shown in figures 4 

and 5. A category called ‘None (spontaneous)’ is shown on the fact sheet, but giving 

respondents the possibility of a spontaneous answer is never even with listing out 

numerous positive possibilities and therefore, in that respect, the conclusions have 

to be considered to be skewed towards prescribing positive values to the EU. 

Furthermore, no justifications have been found to give reason as to why these 

values were picked ahead of others. With that in mind the claim that the EU 

represents the values of its citizens has to be made with caution, conscious of this 

bias in the survey.  

Putting this aside, all of the categories remain relatively stable over the period 

regarding both questions. However, it is interesting to see that solidarity rises a 

little at the beginning of the crisis where it goes from being mentioned by 15% of 

respondents in 2008 to 20% in 2010. This rise in solidarity coincides with the 

escalation of the Euro crisis and could be an indicator that increased talk of 

whether countries in the Eurozone should help one another through collective 

action has resulted in more emphasis by citizens on solidarity. Furthermore, it is 

interesting to see how differently solidarity scores when looking at individual 

countries and whether it is on personal terms or within the EU. Looking at the 

countries that have been at the centre of the sovereign debt crisis it is evident that 

the crisis has affected their notion of solidarity. As a personal value, solidarity has 

grown in importance within the troubled countries,14 while it has decreased as a 

value they ascribe to the EU (Figure 6). For example, in autumn 2009 only 13% of 

Greeks mentioned solidarity as a personal value, a figure that has moved up to 

29% in spring 2013. Less dramatically, Portugal and Spain follow the same pattern 

with solidarity rising by 10 points in Portugal over the period and 3% in Spain. At 

the same time, in Germany – the country that has been described as the biggest 

                                                           
14

 Interestingly, Ireland does not follow the same trend as the other troubled countries as solidarity has 
dropped in significance as a personal value in Ireland over the course of the crisis.   
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donor of aid towards these troubled countries – solidarity has dropped in 

significance as a personal value from 17% in 2009 to 12% in 2013. This suggests 

some superficiality of solidarity as a value between Europeans, because when 

called upon to show it in action – with economic assistance – the importance of it 

decreases.         

 
Figure 6 - Solidarity personal/European value  
Source: Eurobarometer (2009c; 2013b) 

 

In terms of values ascribed to the European Union the sovereign debt crisis has 

also affected the notion of solidarity. As a value related to the European Union, 

solidarity has dropped within all the troubled countries, while its notion has 

remained relatively stable within the EU as a whole. In Greece, respondents saying 

that solidarity is a value that represents the EU has dropped by 6% over the course 

of the crisis (from 17% in 2009 down to 11% in 2013), and by 4% in the other 

countries that have received a bailout package from the Troika. At the same time, 

this notion has remained stable within Germany, with 20% mentioning solidarity 

each time around.  

When these results are put together and analysed they show that there is a call 

for more solidarity within the countries that have most felt the effect of the crisis. 

Solidarity as a personal value has in most cases risen in relevance. However, the 

decreasing notion of solidarity as a value represented by the EU suggests that 
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is met by the EU. In their mind, the EU has not shown the solidarity needed in the 

crisis. Germans, on the other hand, have moved away from solidarity on a personal 

level and feel that the EU still represents solidarity to the same extent as at the 

beginning of the crisis.  

This increasingly negative trend is further confirmed, when respondents are 

asked to say whether they consider the EU to have a positive or negative image.15 

Despite the fact that more respondents say they have a fairly positive view than 

those that say they have a fairly negative view, the trend is clearly towards the 

negative. Looking at the answers collectively, i.e. total positive and total negative;16 

the two camps are more or less even with 30% having a positive image of the EU 

and 29% having a negative one in 2013. However, in autumn 2009 this division 

was much more in favour of those having a positive image, with collectively 48% of 

respondents having a positive view to 15% having a negative one. Thus, the image 

of the EU has taken a dramatic downturn since the beginning of the Euro crisis (see 

figure 7).  

Together these indicators show that in general the image of the EU is becoming 

more and more negative as the crisis develops. The European Commission claims 

that the image of the EU is stable now, in 2013, after having taken a dramatic drop 

since 2009 (Eurobarometer 2013a, 10). It is nonetheless interesting when 

analysing the development of the image of the EU that it twice takes a steep 

downturn, in 2009 and 2011, both times when there is a growing concern on the 

future of the Eurozone. The first dip is in the spring results of 2010. This is in line 

with the growing concern over the public finances of mainly Greece, but also 

Ireland, Portugal and Spain. It was in November 2009 that Greece announced that 

its public finances were much worse than previous numbers had indicated. This 

announcement, and the growing concern of financial markets and European 

citizens of the future, doesn’t enter the data until spring 2010.  

                                                           
15

 Question: In general, does the European Union conjure up for you a very positive, fairly positive, 
neutral, fairly negative or very negative image? 
16

 This means counting together ‘fairly positive’ and ‘very positive’, and ‘fairly negative’ and ‘very 
negative’. 
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Figure 7 - Image of the EU 
Source: European Commission (2013) 

 

The second dip in the image that European citizens have of the EU is in 2011. 

This downturn is in line with the growing concerns over the future of the Eurozone 

in 2011. Ireland received a bailout from the Troika (European Commission, IMF 

and ECB) in November 2010. Portugal followed suit receiving its bailout package in 

May 2011. Alongside this there were in 2011 growing concerns over Greece and 

whether the initial bailout plan was sufficient to help them out of the crisis. Also 

there was an increasing debate on whether Greece was implementing the agreed 

austerity measures that were a prerequisite for the bailout it received from the 

other Eurozone countries. Over the summer of 2011 talk abound on whether 

Greece should be the first country to leave the Eurozone. Thus, the gloomy 

prospects and negative public discourse within the Eurozone, both in 2009 and 

2011, clearly becomes visible in the image that the citizens have of the EU.  

Perhaps understandably, the sovereign debt crisis has thus markedly had an 

effect on people’s perception of the EU. In terms of meaning, the Union has 

increasingly become an institution signifying waste of money, unemployment and 

bureaucracy. In this respect the EU is increasingly moving away from being the 

beacon of economic prosperity and innovation that it claims to be, towards being 

an institution associated with economic decline and stagnation in the minds of its 
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citizens. Moreover, its image has worsened dramatically over the course of the 

crisis, with those claiming that the EU has a negative image having gone up 14 

points, collectively (from 15% in spring 2009 to 29% in 2013). However, figure 6 

also shows that in 2013 69% of EU citizens have either a relatively positive view 

towards the EU (30%) or claim to be neutral (39%). Hence, it is not possible to say 

that the EU has a negative image despite an increasing trend in that direction. This 

trend is most evident in the most troubled countries, that have been in the 

spotlight in the Euro crisis, with for example 56% of Greeks saying that the EU has 

a positive image in 2009, but only 16% in 2013 (Eurobarometer 2009d; 2013b, 

46). There are similar results from the other troubled countries: Spain, 54% in 

2009 down to 20% in 2013; Portugal, 53% down to 22%; and Ireland, 58% down 

to 33% (ibid.). 

While the image of the EU has taken a dramatic downturn, support for the euro 

has remained relatively stable (figure 8). Although declining, support has, perhaps 

surprisingly, “only” decreased from being 60% in autumn 2009 down to 51% in 

May 2013. At the same time those that say they are against the euro have risen 

from 33% to 42% over the same period.17 It is interesting to see that the 

opposition remains by far the largest within the EU countries that are not 

members of the Eurozone. Thus, 79% of UK and Swedish respondents are against 

the euro, with the opposition in Sweden having risen dramatically over the period, 

from 44% in 2009 (Eurobarometer 2009b, 230; 2013b, 81).18 The countries that 

line up in the next places as those that are against the single currency are all 

outside the Eurozone (see for example Debomy 2013). Furthermore, support for 

the euro remains relatively high within the troubled countries, with Greece (60%), 

Spain (52%), Portugal (52%), and Ireland (69%) all having a majority saying that 

they are in favour of the euro, in 2013 (Eurobarometer 2013b, 81).  

 

                                                           
17

 Question: A European economic and monetary union with one single currency, the euro. For or 
Against?  
18

 Answers to the question: Are you for or against a European economic and monetary union with one 
single currency, the euro. 
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Figure 8 - For or against the euro? 
Source: European Commission (2013) 

 

Furthermore, Europeans consistently claim that the EU is the actor in the best 

position to address the economic crisis (figure 9). The numbers have changed a 

little since the economic crisis became a Euro crisis, i.e. before the Euro crisis 

started citizens felt that the EU was in the best position to take effective action 

against the economic crisis but other actors, such as the G20 and USA were higher 

on the list of those that could take actions against it. This was at the time when the 

crisis was still largely considered to be a global banking crisis that could be traced 

to subprime mortgage lending in the US. When the Euro crisis starts in late 

2009/early 2010 the G20 and the US move to the background and lose a relatively 

big part off their support and become less prominent as actors in addressing the 

crisis. This support moves to the EU and the national governments, which from the 

start of the Euro crisis are considered to be the best two actors to address the 

crisis. The EU has always scored a little higher on this list than the national 

governments. However, there is a trend towards declining support for the EU and 

increasing support for the national governments and in the latest poll the EU is 

considered to be most effective by 22% of respondents while 21% prefer the 

national governments (Eurobarometer 2013a, 27). This could be seen as a further 

indication that citizens do not feel the EU has properly addressed the crisis and 

that national governments should be able to take more individual action. 
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Figure 9 - Best able to take actions against the crisis 
Source: Eurobarometer (2009a; 2010; 2011; 2013a) 

  

However, 90% of respondents are still of the opinion that EU governments 

have to work more closely together in order to address the crisis19 

(Eurobarometer 2013b, 133). This tells us that the EU member states still believe 

that the EU has a role to play in addressing the crisis. On the other hand, when 

asked whether citizens feel closer to other European states as a consequence of the 

crisis, a majority disagrees with the statement.20 On the whole, 52% disagree and 

say they do not feel closer to other European citizens while 42% say they do. 

Interestingly, 61% of Greeks agree with the statement and say they feel closer to 

other Europeans as a consequence of the crisis (Eurobarometer 2013b, 138). 

Results are similar in Cyprus, with a clear majority (59%) saying that the crisis has 

made them feel closer to other Europeans (ibid.). This goes to show that citizens do 

feel that the member states have to work together in order to address the crisis, 

                                                           
19

 Question:  For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you totally agree, tend to 
agree, tend to disagree or totally disagree. EU Member States should work together more in tackling the 
financial and economic crisis. 
20

 Question: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you totally agree, tend to 
agree, tend to disagree or totally disagree. As a consequence of the crisis, you feel closer to the citizens 
in other European countries. 
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but that this cooperation has perhaps not been as straightforward as many had 

hoped.  

There is a growing frustration within the Union over the way the crisis has 

developed and how it has been addressed, as can be seen by the increasingly 

negative image citizens have of the EU. Citizens feel they are moving away from 

each other in terms of values and there is a call within the troubled countries for 

more solidarity – solidarity they feel the EU is not delivering. Perhaps this majority 

view within Greece and Cyprus – that the crisis has moved citizens closer together 

– can be interpreted as a further call for solidarity within the EU, because they 

sense their inability to address the crisis on their own.  

It is, furthermore, a clear majority view within all member states, apart from 

the UK, that the country is better able to face its future by being part of the EU.21 

56% claim that it is better to be part of the EU, while 33% say it would be better to 

be outside it (Eurobarometer 2013b, 96). There does not appear to be any specific 

group of countries more inclined to agree or disagree with this view. Traditionally 

Eurosceptic, Denmark, is actually at the top of the list of those saying that it is 

better to be part of the EU (76%) and Eurozone countries are marginally more in 

favour of a future within the EU (60%) than the EU 27 average. Overall, though 

there is a general consensus within the member states that a future within the EU 

is preferable to one outside it.   

These are positive signs for the future of the EU and show that despite the 

troubles that the Union has been facing over the past years there is still a sense 

within the member states that the future is brighter within the EU and that more 

cooperation between the member states is desirable. However, there are also 

worrying signs and negative trends that have increased as the Euro crisis has 

matured. Trust in the EU as a political entity has dropped significantly over the 

course of the crisis, especially since its escalation in 2011. In autumn 2009, 48% of 

respondents tended to trust the EU against 40% that said they tended not to trust 

                                                           
21

 Question: Please tell me to what extent you agree or disagree with each of the following statements. 
(OUR COUNTRY) could better face the future outside the EU. 



  

56 
 

it.22 This has changed considerably, and in 2013 the tables have turned and only 

31% say they tend to trust the EU while 60% tend not to trust it (figure 10). Lack 

of trust is always a worrying sign for political entities. However, this appears to be 

a part of a larger trend where citizens are losing their faith in the political 

establishment (Beetham 2005, 44-68). When the numbers for the EU are 

compared with the numbers for national governments, national parliaments, and 

political parties the EU has the highest ratio of trust between them.23 The UN and 

regional and local authorities are the only entities that score higher than the EU in 

the survey24 (Eurobarometer 2013b, 40-45).  

 

 
Figure 10 - Trust in EU 
Source: European Commission 2013 

This lack of trust is thus not only felt towards the EU, but is rather a part of a 

general trend where political institutions are losing the trust of their citizens. In 

that respect, the declining trust is not exclusively directed towards the EU, but is 

rather a systemic development in the western world. A similar trend can be 

detected when citizens are asked to say whether they are satisfied with the way 

                                                           
22

 Question: I would like to ask you a question about how much trust you have in certain institutions. For 
each of the following institutions, please tell me if you tend to trust it or tend not to trust it. 
23

 National parliaments: 26% tend to trust and 68% tend not to trust; National government: 25% tend to 
trust and 71% tend not to trust; Political parties: 16% tend to trust and 80% tend not to trust.   
24

 United Nations: 44% tend to trust and 43% tend not to trust; Regional and local authorities: 43% tend 
to trust and 51% tend not to trust.  
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democracy works, EU and national.25 Up until the crisis in 2009 citizens were more 

satisfied with the way democracy worked within the EU than on the national level. 

The main difference being that more people said that they were not satisfied with 

the way democracy worked nationally (45%) than those not satisfied with 

democracy in the EU (32%). Since the start of the crisis and until 2011 there was a 

steep drop in satisfaction with EU democracy and since then there has been a slow, 

but continuing, move towards more dissatisfaction, both at European and national 

level (figure 11). Again, this is a trend that cannot exclusively be related to the EU 

but is part of a larger trend of increasing frustration with democracy in the 

western world.  

 
Figure 11 - Satisfaction with the way democracy works, EU/National 
Source: Eurobarometer (2012c; 2013b) 

 

The overall image that emerges after having analysed these indicators is of an 

ambiguous relationship between the citizens of Europe and the EU. On the one 

hand there is growing frustration within the member states with the way that the 

EU has handled the crisis. The measures taken by the EU to address the crisis have 

not seemed trustworthy to the citizens and as the crisis has developed frustration 

has increased and indicators concerning the EU as a political institution – its image, 
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 Question: On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied 
with the way democracy works? 
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trust and overall perception – are becoming increasingly negative. On the other 

hand, however, there is still a majority within the EU that supports the single 

currency and that support is just as high (or higher) within the troubled countries 

as within the other countries of the Eurozone. As a matter of fact, the biggest 

opposition to the single currency comes from the EU countries that are not a part 

of it. Citizens do consider their future being brighter by being part of the EU and by 

working together within its framework.  

However, what is most important regarding this research is to analyse what 

this tells us about the notion of a common European identity and whether the 

crisis has increased or decreased Europeans’ feeling of being part of the same 

community. 40% of Europeans do not consider themselves to be part of Europe in 

any sense. They rather see themselves as being part of a nation that is part of a 

political institution that they do not subscribe to in terms of a shared community. 

The crisis does not appear to have had much effect on this group’s perception of 

the EU as the numbers have remained quite stable over the years (excluding the 

short spike in national sentiments in 2010). Beforehand, one would not have 

expected this group to turn towards Europe in difficult times, such as the Euro 

crisis has proven to be, and if anything rather to become larger. However, by the 

same token one would have expected a bigger surge in national sentiments where 

citizens would stop claiming to identify with Europe and turn increasingly towards 

their nation. This has not happened and in that sense the crisis has not had an 

effect on whether citizens of the EU identify with the Union or not. 

This gives an overarching image of people’s identification with the EU but when 

it is examined in more detail a different story emerges and changes in people’s 

perception of the EU can be detected. In terms of values, personal and those 

ascribed to the EU, Europeans have not changed much over the course of the crisis 

as a collective group. The three most important personal values before the crisis 

(human rights, peace, and respect for human life) are still the most important 

values four years into the crisis. The same can be said of the values that citizens 

attach to the European Union where the same values are considered to be most 

important before and in the midst of the crisis (human rights, peace, and 

democracy). However, when individual countries are examined more closely more 
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volatile changes appear. It is for example clear that within the most troubled 

countries the crisis has had considerable effect on the notion of solidarity. 

Solidarity has grown substantially in importance as a personal value in these 

countries, whereas its importance has decreased in Germany. One way of 

interpreting these findings is that citizens of the troubled countries realize that 

they are unable to face the turbulent economic climate on their own and have to 

seek assistance and shelter within the EU framework. While the importance of 

solidarity has increased as a personal value within these countries it has decreased 

as a value ascribed to the EU. This leads us to belief that while citizens consider 

solidarity to be increasingly important they feel that it is not provided within the 

EU.  

Communities and collective identities are based on solidarity existing between 

people that subscribe to them. If the citizens of the troubled countries feel that the 

EU is not providing the solidarity they need and expect, then one would have to 

claim that the Euro crisis has moved the EU further away from being a shared 

community for the member states. The EU is thus in that sense moving away from 

a common European identity. However, one can also turn this around and 

speculate as to whether the growing importance of solidarity as a personal value 

makes the countries more susceptible to an emerging European community. A 

clear majority of citizens still supports their countries’ membership of the EU in 

the long-run and support for the euro is still higher than the opposition within the 

member states. The fact that solidarity is decreasing in relevance as a value that 

citizens attach to the EU can be related to increasing frustration with the way the 

EU has handled the crisis. Citizens are frustrated with the political establishment 

and their view towards how democracy functions and their declining trust in 

political institutions speak volumes of this. The economic crisis has caused citizens 

to increasingly criticise their governments and their policies in addressing the 

crisis. Nonetheless, the crisis can also have made some citizens realise that a 

European community and solidarity between the member states is necessary for 

nation states to address the crisis and a growing sense of the importance of 

solidarity could be paving the way for the possibility of a stronger European 

community.  
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4.2 Content analysis of newspaper articles 

The second part of this research consists of doing a content analysis of opinionated 

newspaper articles from the pan-European news website Presseurop. In the first 

part of the research quantitative data from Eurobarometer surveys was used to 

build up a comprehensive image of how the EU is conceived as a political 

institution by its citizens. The image that arose is of an ambiguous relationship 

between the Union and its citizens. When relying on quantitative data it is often 

difficult to understand what specific features can explain the position taken by 

people on a given issue. The data gives the researcher the conclusion – or the end 

product – without fully showing how it is arrived at. In line with this, the idea is to 

use this second part of the research to analyse more fully the image that arose in 

the examination of the Eurobarometer surveys; see how the debate in Europe has 

developed over the course of the crisis; whether European or national sentiments 

are gaining ground at some specific times and can be understood in light of the 

events taking place at the time; and whether this pan-European data can help us in 

understanding whether the European Union is moving closer towards a shared 

European community based on a collective European identity. 

The content analysis is based on analysing 36 opinionated newspaper articles 

on the Euro crisis. As was stated in the chapter on methodology, opinion articles 

are the venue where newspaper journalists voice their opinion on a given subject, 

take a stand and give a normative assessment on the issue at hand. They are 

contrasted with pure news reporting where the writer is not expected to take a 

stand and his personal opinion, or the opinion of the newspaper, is not expected to 

be detectable in the text (more on this difference in Trenz et al. 2008). In order to 

understand the normative assessment made in the text it is important to 

understand the context within which they are made and also the inner construct of 

the article. All semantic nuances have to be detectable by the researcher so that the 

article can be properly categorised. To be able to grasp the full meaning of the text 

the research is based on analysing the latent content of the text, i.e. to probe 

beneath the visible surface and make interpretations on what arguments are being 
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made.26 The opinion presented in the article is thus analysed to find the “true 

meaning” of the text and based on this analysis the articles are categorised in line 

with the frames that they are entering. The frames are the semantic construct 

within which the journalists present their arguments and opinions. One can 

perhaps think of them as blocks of semantic structure27 that are the foundation for 

the story that is being told. The opinions and assessments made are embedded in 

the frame and made within its construct. The frame can thus be considered as the 

context within which arguments are made. 

In constructing the frames for the research I used a combination of deductive 

and inductive approach (Bryman 2012, 24-27). Initially I created frames that were 

based on my understanding of the subject and the theoretical framework I used as 

a guideline for the research (deductive). However, as work commenced I allowed 

the material to guide me to creating additional frames that I felt were necessary to 

be able to categorise the articles properly (inductive).  

Thus, in the beginning of the research I started out with three frames that I 

assumed most of the articles would be a part of: 1) lazy and dishonest Greeks, 2) 

solidarity, and 3) fragmented Europe. These frames were based on the reading I 

had done in the preparatory phase of the research and it was my feeling that they 

would cover most of the articles. However, as the research progressed I soon 

realised that not all the articles would fit within these frames so a decision was 

made to create more frames to categorise the articles. Thus, three more frames 

were added to the research: 4) Europe vs. financial markets, 5) unity in diversity, 

and 6) lack of political leadership. The decision to add more frames was made on 

the grounds that having more frames would make the research more reliable, and 

rather than forcing the understanding of some articles into frames that they barely 

applied to or make the frames so broad and thin that their analytical purpose 

would be undermined, more frames were created to keep the categories as 

exclusive as possible. It is important that each article does not have the possibility 

                                                           
26

 This refers to the distinction that is made in content analysis between manifest content (the apparent 
content) and latent content (interpretation of meanings) in the literature (see for example Bryman 
2012). 
27

 Trenz et al (2008, 9) call frames “patterns of interpretation and meaning that can be used to build 
larger story lines”. 
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of potentially applying to more than one frame as that would undermine the 

results and make them too ambiguous to make any claims based on them. The 

frames used in the research are defined as follows: 

 

1. The lazy and dishonest Greeks frame – This frame groups together those 

articles that concentrate on the fecklessness of the Greeks, both in the time 

before the crisis and in the midst of it. Greece is presented as a country 

undeserving of its place within the EMU because it entered the Eurozone 

through the backdoor, without ever fulfilling the necessary criteria that the 

other countries had to meet. Furthermore, the focus is on how the Greeks 

“cooked their books” withholding the true nature of their public finances. 

They had been living on borrowed money for years and maintaining their 

unsustainable economy with borrowed money from the hard-working 

countries of Europe. The option of expelling Greece from the EMU is 

sometimes put forth but dismissed at the same time; not because of 

solidarity reasons where countries see it as their duty to assist the Greeks 

but because of the implications it would have for the economies of the other 

Eurozone states and the future of the single currency. As the crisis matures 

the focus of the frame becomes the lack of willingness shown by the Greeks 

to introduce the agreed austerity measures that were a condition for their 

bail-out. They receive money from the other Eurozone countries without 

keeping their end of the deal.    

 

2. The solidarity frame – This frame focuses on the call for financial and social 

solidarity within and between the members of the Eurozone. The 

understanding put into the concept is not that the better-off member states 

should help the troubled countries out of some act of moral-selflessness, or 

altruism, but rather focuses on the long-term vision of the Eurozone and its 

importance for the member states. In this reading member states are asked 

to set aside their short-term goals and stop viewing the crisis as a zero-sum 

game and rather realise that in the long-run showing solidarity now would 

change it into a positive-sum situation. Here solidarity is not an act of 
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moral-selflessness but is also in the self-interest of the actor showing it. It 

thus calls for showing unity in practice for the long-term future of the 

Eurozone – that is in the interest of all.  

 

3. The fragmented Europe frame – This frame concerns the disagreement 

between member states on EU policies in the Euro crisis. Member states can 

feel that they are not being treated fairly and that they are receiving a 

different – more harsh – treatment than others. Consequently, policy-

makers in Europe do not trust each other and disagree on what should be 

done, who should help who and to what extent. The Eurozone is shown to 

be heading into different directions, with a strong core at the centre and a 

weak periphery. This leads to talk of solving the crisis by dividing the euro 

up into strong euro and weak euro. Member states can be depicted as 

standing on the defence against these unfair EU policies, but also as 

blatantly pursuing their own interest at the expense of others.  

 

4. The Europe vs. financial markets frame – This frame focuses on the financial 

system and Europe as opposite actors in the crisis, having opposing 

interests in many cases. It illustrates the power that the financial system has 

over politics in Europe, and the world, and how it can to a large extent 

dictate the economic policies of the Eurozone. The financial system is 

sometimes depicted as an aggressor that attacks the Eurozone in the crisis 

in order to further its gains, while the Eurozone is on the defence trying to 

steer away those attacks. Furthermore, the articles that are categorised 

within this frame emphasise the undeserved assistance that capital owners 

have received from the European tax-payers and how they have avoided 

taking responsibility for their actions since the economic crisis started in 

2008.  

 

5. The unity in diversity frame – This frame speaks against the fragmentation of 

the Eurozone by pointing out that there are fundamental differences 

between the member states. These differences have historically been 
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celebrated by the Union in its slogan “Unity in diversity”, but are now seen 

as a cause for the difficulties that the Union finds itself in in finding the right 

policies to address the crisis. The unity in diversity frame can either call for 

a celebration of those differences, and thus call for more flexibility in the 

approaches to the crisis, or it can call for convergence of the economic and 

political culture of the Eurozone countries in order to face the future within 

the Eurozone.    

 

6. The lack of political leadership frame – This frame concerns the political elite 

in Europe and criticises them for the way they have handled the crisis. The 

criticism is presented on the basis that the actions that have been taken are 

not sufficient and do not show the necessary vision for the future of Europe. 

There is a need for new policies and leaders in Europe to realise the 

importance of political leadership in the European project. The Euro crisis 

has been characterised by half-measures and indecisive and hesitant action 

taken by the political elite that is afraid of upsetting its domestic 

constituency by being too lenient towards the European project.    

 

In addition to these six frames four out of the 36 articles were categorised as 

‘unidentified’, because they did not carry any normative assessments and were 

more in line with pure news reporting than the opinionated articles that were the 

focus of this research. As with the creation of the frames, the decision to categorise 

them outside the scope of this research is done by the researcher and based on his 

feeling towards the subject. The articles are nevertheless presented in the 

complete list of articles in the Appendix where readers can make their own 

judgements on them. These four ‘unidentified’ articles make up for 11% of the 

articles in the sample and are dispersed over the whole period under study. They 

are a small proportion of the whole sample and are spread evenly over the period 

and therefore should their omission not have an effect on the outcome of the 

research.   
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These frames will be analysed more fully – when and how they appear – in 

order to understand the effects that the Euro crisis has had on the view that 

citizens have of the EU and whether this has affected their notion of a collective 

European identity and community. Collective identities are social identities, they 

do not refer to personal identities that individuals hold on their own, but to the 

psychological elements that allow a person to think of himself in terms of ‘we’, as a 

member of a social group. They are ‘we’ identities not ‘I’ identities. These collective 

social identities are the precondition and basis for a community to exist that 

citizens feel a sense of loyalty towards. They are the psychological link that 

connects people together and allows them to feel a sense of shared belonging. 

Social identity is thus commonly defined as “that part of the individual’s self-

concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or 

groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to that 

membership” (Tajfel 1981, 255 citation from Risse 2010, 22). Each member of the 

community is aware that he is part of a larger unit and has a cognitive knowledge 

of this fact. Members are though also connected to the community through values 

and emotions which underlines the shared feeling of belonging in the community. 

The communities are based on shared stories of origin and are constantly reified 

through continuous depiction of symbols and narratives that underline the unity of 

the people that make up the community (Herrmann and Brewer 2004). There is a 

sense of shared belonging and through this sense political institutions can demand 

loyalty from the people and obedience in following unpopular decisions. 

Furthermore, social identity affects the behaviour of people as it creates a sense of 

obligation towards the community’s welfare and is in this way the foundation for 

collective action and acceptance of institutions (Herrmann and Brewer 2004, 6). 

However, by the same token, being constantly frustrated with one’s community 

and sensing unfairness within it acts against the notion of a shared collective 

identity. Discourse that feeds discontent and disunity between members of the 

community acts against the notion of a shared social identity and rather breaks the 

groups into smaller fragments that each serves to protect its own interest, be it on 

the expense of other or not.   
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It is important to emphasise how collective identity is related to community 

and a sense of obligation towards the welfare of one’s community. The six frames 

that have been presented are the semantic structure within which a pan-European 

debate on the Euro crisis has taken place and by analysing them and their relation 

to the sense of social identity they should give an idea on how notion of a European 

community has evolved through the crisis. Frames that depict the member states 

standing opposed one another in a fragmented manner are more likely to 

encourage the re-nationalization of Europe and are considered to have negative 

effect on the notion of a collective European identity. On the other hand, the frames 

that portray the member states as a united whole in facing the crisis are viewed as 

an indication of a sense of a shared community in that they are appealing to 

Europe as a whole to act collectively against the crisis to protect the welfare of the 

community. The frames depicted above will first be analysed individually to 

establish whether they serve to promote or discourage the notion of a collective 

identity. Then we will examine when and how the frames appear in the debate and 

make an assessment on how the crisis has affected the feeling citizens have 

towards Europe.     

The Lazy and dishonest Greeks frame depicts the Greeks as underserving of 

their place within the EMU and then later on as ungrateful for the assistance they 

have received from the other Eurozone countries. They are presented as being 

deceitful and unwilling in applying the austerity measures that they had promised 

in return for the assistance. Furthermore, in an article from 2012, it is claimed that 

the Greeks realise that they have leverage in their dealings with the Eurozone 

countries. They know that a Greek default would hurt the whole Eurozone and 

could bring it down with them and are thus in no hurry, or never mean to, 

introduce the reforms that are expected of them (Presseurop 2012a, article from 

Der Spiegel28). The Greeks are depicted as having through their deceiving manner 

created a mess that they can’t get out of, and what is worse, the rest of the 

Eurozone is forced to help them because the fall of Greece would mean the fall of 

the Eurozone, and possibly the EU. The Greeks are clearly the one to blame in this 
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 German weekly news magazine – liberal and business friendly. 
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situation and Europe helps because of necessity and not any social obligation. 

Consequently, the articles presented in this frame are considered to speak against 

the feeling of a shared European community. 

The solidarity frame is clearly a frame that promotes the sense of a European 

community. Articles that fall within this frame speak for the promotion of a 

European community by calling for more solidarity to be shown and expressed in 

action between the Eurozone countries. In contrast to the ‘lazy and dishonest 

Greeks frame’ the appeal to helping troubled countries is in this frame based on 

the notion that it is in the interest of all parties, not just the country receiving help. 

Articles point out the injustice of the fact that Germany is deriving considerable 

benefits from the rescue of the troubled countries and that these countries, 

especially Greece, can’t be stigmatised any longer but need to be shown solidarity 

(Presseurop 2012b, article from Die Zeit29). Germans have to realise that they are 

much better off by being part of the Eurozone and, furthermore, that the ‘right 

thing to do’ in this situation is to come to aid of the troubled countries. This would 

serve to enhance the strength and prospect of the Eurozone in the future and thus 

benefit all the member states. 

The Europe vs. financial markets frame does not make any outright appeals to 

the Eurozone countries to show solidarity amongst each other for the greater good 

of their community. It does nonetheless promote a sense of collective identity 

amongst them in the sense that the financial system is depicted as being an 

opposing actor with opposing interests to the Eurozone and the Eurozone 

countries are portrayed as a group that collectively has to ward off the attacks of 

the financial system. The financial system is shown to have too much power over 

politics and media and through this power being able to influence national and 

international economic policies (Presseurop 2010a, article from The Guardian30; 

Presseurop 2011e, article from Libération31). Europe thus has a common ‘enemy’, a 

common other, in the financial system that in line with the theories should help 

them in defining who they are as a collective group (Hermann and Brewer 2004, 5-
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8). Through this reading of the frame a collective European community is being 

promoted. 

The fragmented Europe frame concerns arguments and disagreements between 

member states that usually run down national lines. The Eurozone is depicted as a 

fragmented group of countries that do not trust each other and the solution to the 

crisis is often argued to be the break-up of the Eurozone into smaller parts – strong 

and weak; north and south. Compared to the ‘solidarity frame’ this frame is more 

or less the exact opposite and thus speaks against the notion of a collective 

European identity. Instead of appealing to a European community to show 

solidarity amongst the group or an obligation to preserve the welfare of all the 

members the articles portray a Europe heading in opposite directions (Presseurop 

2011a, article from The Guardian) or disagreement between the states on whether 

and how to help the troubled countries (Presseurop 2011b, article from 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung32). In line with this, the articles falling 

within the scope of this frame will be considered to discourage the sense of a 

shared community within the Eurozone.  

The unity in diversity frame also presents the fragmentation of Europe. 

However, in contrast to the ‘fragmented Europe frame’ that speaks of Europe 

heading in opposite direction with a looming break-up of the Eurozone, here the 

fragmentation is presented as cultural and political diversity. This diversity can 

either be celebrated in a call for more flexibility in the measures taken in 

addressing the crisis (Presseurop 2013b, article from Süddeutsche Zeitung33) or it 

can be depicted as a liability that the Eurozone countries have to address 

collectively by converging their economic and political culture (Presseurop 2013a, 

article from Financial Times34). The frame nevertheless always promotes collective 

measures in addressing the crisis. The Eurozone as a group should work together 

in solving the problem and the diversity of the countries either has to be taken into 

account by offering more flexibility or by uniting the countries under the same 
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umbrella. The group always stays together and in that respect the frame promotes 

the notion of a collective European community.    

The lack of political leadership frame speaks against the political elite and its 

lack of a vision for the future of Europe. The articles normally point out that the 

measures taken at the moment are insufficient and that there is need for stronger 

political leadership in Europe to address the crisis (Presseurop 2011f, article from 

Die Welt35). This is often followed by a call by the article for European leaders to 

show solidarity and realise that the dismantling of the Eurozone, or the European 

project, would be far more costly than the measures needed at the moment 

(Presseurop 2010b, article from The Economist36). This reading of the frame is an 

appeal to Europe to preserve and promote the community that exists between 

them. However, there are also articles within this frame that do not make such an 

appeal, but rather criticise the policy choices made in addressing the crisis without 

making any normative appeals regarding the future of the Eurozone, or Europe as 

a community. In this reading the frame does neither promote nor discourage the 

notion of a European community but rather makes judgements regarding the 

ineffective policies used in addressing the crisis.  

By examining how and when the frames appear in the debate on the Euro crisis 

we can make an assessment on which direction the EU is heading at the moment 

and what effect the crisis has had on the notion of a collective identity – has it 

grown in strength or weakened. Frames are “patterns of interpretation and 

meaning” that are used as a structure to make claims and arguments on a subject, 

and as such they show what the major talking points in the debate are at any given 

time. In figure 12 the frames are listed out and it is shown how many times they 

appear and when. The decision to use autumn (July-December) and spring 

(January-June) as the classification of when the articles appear, instead of for 

example giving the exact date or use whole calendar years, is done on the basis 

that this is the methodology used in the Eurobarometer surveys. By using the same 

classification it is also easier to compare the data from the two sources and make 

inferences based on the comparison. 
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The first frame to appear in the sample is the Lazy and dishonest Greeks frame. 

It appears as the first frame, but does not appear again until in the political turmoil 

of spring 2012. It is perhaps surprising to see that this frame does not appear more 

often in the beginning of the crisis, as the Greeks were the only country publicly in 

trouble in the beginning and there was much talk in the media on their culture of 

tax-evasion and early retirements. However, it has to be taken into account that 

the sample used is relatively small and the debate on the crisis was not as 

extensive in the early stages of the crisis as when it had progressed into an all-out 

Euro crisis. For example, the gap between the first and second article in the sample 

is 3 months (15 December 2009 – 15 March 2010), far more than between the 

following articles. This will be subscribed to the slow start of the crisis and the fact 

that it really “took-off” in March-April 2010, culminating in the first bail-out 

package for Greece on 2 May 2010. 

Putting this aside, it is clear that as the debate on the Euro crisis starts there 

are far more articles written within frames that portray Europe as a fragmented 

union where national differences are emphasised. The first article highlights that 

Greece can’t be expelled from the Eurozone, despite the fact that they cheated their 

way in by lying about the state of their public finances, because of the implications 

this would have for the other countries. The Greeks are, furthermore, said to have 

Figure 12 - Frames for content analysis 

Frames 
How 

often it 
appears 

% 
Aut. 
2009 

Spr. 
2010 

Aut. 
2010 

Spr. 
2011 

Aut. 
2011 

Spr. 
2012 

Aut. 
2012 

Spr. 
2013 

Lazy and 
dishonest Greeks  

3 8% 1 
    

2 
  

Solidarity  5 14% 
    

1 2 2 
 

Europe vs. 
Financial markets 

4 11% 
 

1 1 2 
    

Fragmented 
Europe 

7 19% 
 

2 
 

2 2 
  

1 

Unity in diversity 5 14% 
   

1 
 

1 1 2 

Lack of political 
leadership 

8 22% 
  

1 
 

5 1 1 
 

Unidentified 4 11% 
 

1 1 1 
 

1 
  

Total 36 100% 1 4 3 6 8 7 4 3 
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revealed through their past conduct that they can’t be trusted and because of that 

strict conditionalities have to be attached to any assistance given to them 

(Presseurop 2009, article from Der Spiegel). This article thus highlights the 

underserving place of the Greeks in the EMU and that their expulsion from the 

group is only avoided because of the implications this would have for the other 

countries.  

 The debate continues in 2010, with talk on the fragmentation of Europe, 

whether the Eurozone should be divided up into smaller parts where more 

homogenous countries would work together (strong/Northern and weak 

/Southern euro). It is clear that in the early stages of the crisis the countries 

blamed each other for the situation that they found themselves in. Germans felt 

that they were carrying the load of saving the euro while other European countries 

felt that they were being treated unfairly and that the same rules did not apply to 

all member states. It is thus the claim of this research that the debate in the first 

months of the Euro crisis served to fragmentise the Eurozone and work counter to 

the solidarity that it claims to uphold (Lisbon Treaty, article 1a). The early stages 

of the debate are characterised by frustration with the situation that had 

transpired and the main concern of the member states was their own immediate 

interests, perhaps understandably as the full scope of the crisis was not realised.  

The first appeal made for collective action to be taken to address the crisis is 

made through the frame of Europe vs. financial markets in the spring of 2010 after 

a bail-out package for Greece had been agreed upon. These appeals are, however, 

not a call for solidarity or unity to be shown between the member states, but a 

depiction of the common foe that the member states are all facing, collectively – 

the financial system. The strength of the financial system is such that in order to 

address the crisis the member states are forced to work together, this would mean 

showing solidarity with one another in action and take a stance with the nations 

against the financial system (Presseurop 2010a, article from The Guardian). The 

appeal is made on the grounds that the current measures are unfair towards the 

citizens of Europe. The nations are being forced to shoulder the burden of the 

failures of the financial system, which is being bailed out with apparent 

consequences to its actions. To some extent the frame moves the debate away from 
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the national focus and presents the Eurozone as a collective whole that has to work 

together for a common good. In this sense the frame promotes a European 

community and breaks with fragmentation that had characterised the debate up to 

this point.  

The debate continues along similar lines and the fragmentation of Europe 

continues to be a prominent argument in articles that again make a claim for 

dividing the euro up into strong/North and weak/South (Presseurop 2011a, article 

from The Guardian). However, in the spring of 2011 a shift appears to be starting in 

the debate with the introduction of more voices into the debate where more 

frames are used to present an opinion. The Europe vs. financial markets frame 

continues to be used where the financial system is depicted as an aggressor that is 

blatantly trying to damage the Eurozone for its own gains (Presseurop 2011d, 

article from Libération; Presseurop 2011e, article from Libération).37 Furthermore, 

an article that was categorized as referring to the unity in diversity frame appears 

in the spring of 2011. This article refers to the attempts made by the Eurozone to 

converge the economies of the member states and build a more solid framework 

around it (Presseurop 2011c, article from Rzeczpospolita38). Despite lacking a clear 

appeal to unity the article is considered to be within this frame as it portrays an 

image of the life under the new economic regime where stability and safety is 

earned through unity in economic governance and policy.  

The autumn of 2011 was a period of much political instability and economic 

turmoil with talk abounding that Greece will be forced to leave the Eurozone and 

fears growing that the Euro crisis is spreading to ‘core’ countries such as Spain and 

Italy. The response in the media seems to be to blame the political elite for this 

situation. It is criticised for having been indecisive and hesitant in its efforts to 

address the crisis and unwilling to stand by its own decisions. These criticisms are 

often followed by calls for more concerted and collective action to be taken by 

European leaders (for example Presseurop 2011f, article from Die Welt). There is 

thus a shift in the debate towards more emphasis being placed upon collective 
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action to be taken in addressing the crisis. Towards the end of the period the first 

article to appeal to solidarity appears where German leaders are reminded that in 

some cases national interests have to be side-lined for European interests. Thus, 

despite the political unrest that plagued the Eurozone in the autumn of 2011 the 

response in the media debate was to call for the political leaders to work together 

and solve the situation as a united group. 

The calls for solidarity continue in the spring of 2012 where, for example, a 

German newspaper argues that the German government has to take a softer 

approach in addressing the crisis as the current one is in contradiction to the 

founding principles of the European Union (Presseurop 2012b, article from Die 

Zeit). The period is characterised a continuing debate on Greece’s position and 

whether to extend another bail-out package its way. This in turn is answered in 

Athens by opposition to the austerity measures that are attached to the bail-out 

which culminates in the fall of the government in elections in May and the rise of 

anti-Euro parties in Greece. This turn of events is addressed in the media debate. 

An article written by a Greek journalist for a Greek newspaper calls for the country 

to show solidarity with the other European countries and not give up now, after all 

the sacrifices that have been made. On the other side the lazy and dishonest Greeks 

frame appears again now claiming that Greece has to keep its end of the deal and 

introduce the austerity measures that were a pre-condition for their bail-out. The 

claim of the journalist is that they are in no hurry to do this as they know that a 

Greek default would hurt the whole Eurozone and will never be allowed to happen 

(Presseurop 2012a, article from De Tijd39). The debate has thus become somewhat 

ambiguous as the crisis unfolds. There are arguments made for Europe to show 

more solidarity and take concerted action against the crisis in the interest of the 

European community. However, there are also arguments that portray the disunity 

within the Eurozone and the power of national interests in the debate. 

According to the data used in this research there is a gradual shift in the debate 

as the crisis develops. The second part of 2012 was marked by growing fears about 

the position of Spain and whether the country would need a sovereign bail-out 
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package and also continued fears regarding Greece. The frames that appear in this 

period, however, are almost exclusively calls for solidarity and unity to be shown 

in addressing the crisis. This continues into 2013 where the unity in diversity 

frame is twice used to present an argument, both for celebration of the diversity 

and for convergence in political life. The data does not explain clearly why this shift 

in the debate occurs. However, if one looks at figure 12 and when in the debate the 

frames are used it is clear that this shift is gradual, but steady. The debate starts 

with frames that are in essence national and feed the disunity of the Eurozone. As 

the crisis develops, “intermediary frames” (Europe vs. financial markets and the 

lack of political leadership frames) appear, i.e. frames that are neither clearly 

negative nor clearly positive in nature towards the notion of a European 

community. These frames then make way for the solidarity and unity in diversity 

frames that are most frequently used in the last part of the sample. 

Consequently, according to this research the trend in the debate is a move away 

from the national fragmentation in the beginning of the crisis towards a call for 

solidarity and unity as the crisis progresses. This is somewhat surprising and in 

contrast to what was expected when work on this research started. The hypothesis 

put forth in the preparatory phase of this work was that the crisis had moved the 

Eurozone countries further away from one another and in that respect moved 

Europe away from an emerging social identity and a shared European community. 

The question is whether this is a sentiment that can be ascribed to the European 

public or just the media debate in Europe. In the next chapter the findings from the 

two research chapters will be discussed in more detail and their implications for 

an emerging collective identity and European community analysed.    
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5. Discussions 

This chapter will analyse the results from the two research chapters in more detail 

and discuss their implications for the future of the European Union. The aim of this 

thesis was to examine the effects the Euro crisis has had on citizens’ perception of 

the European Union; whether they share a collective identity as a group; how this 

identity is constructed; and what effect the crisis has had on this notion of a 

common identity. Furthermore the aim was to examine whether there exists a 

sense of community between Europeans; whether they feel they are a part of a 

shared community that gives rise to the notion that they belong together as a 

group and that their future is one of solidarity and commonality – a community of 

fate – as opposed to nationalism and fragmentation along those lines.  

The research that was carried out in order to answer these questions was 

separated into two individual parts – each consisting of an independent research, 

using different methods. The first part was based on using Eurobarometer surveys 

to create an image of the European identity as it appears in these surveys. These 

surveys are the most direct measures available to political scientists to examine 

European identity (Bruter 2004, 187). However, they do have their limitations that 

have been mentioned in the chapter on methodology. The Eurobarometer surveys 

were, furthermore, used to examine the feelings citizens have towards the Union 

and the view they have towards it as a political actor in the Euro crisis. This part of 

the research consisted of finding the relevant indicators for the research questions 

and examines them over a certain period of time to see whether the crisis had 

affected the way people felt towards them. The main focus of the data was on the 

crisis period, but on some occasions I felt it was relevant to allow the data to reach 

further back in time to give a fuller image of the development of an indicator. 

The second part of the research was a content analysis of newspaper articles on 

the Euro crisis. The articles were taken from the pan-European news website 

Presseurop and covered the period from the beginning of the crisis up until today. 

The idea was that by combining these two methods a more comprehensive image 

of citizens’ perception of the crisis and their notion of an emerging European 

community would rise – where it stands today and in which direction it is heading. 
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The idea was that by combining these two methods the individual weaknesses of 

each of them would be reduced and that as a result the outcome of the research 

would stand on a firmer ground.  

The results from the two researches indicate that there is willingness within 

the member states to work together within the framework provided by the 

Eurozone. The results from the research on the Eurobarometer surveys were more 

or less in line with what could have been expected. There is a clear frustration 

within the member states on the way that the crisis has progressed and with the 

EU as an actor in addressing the crisis. This is evident in citizens’ perception of the 

EU where the image, trust and meaning of the Union have become increasingly 

negative in the minds of its citizens as the crisis has progressed. Other indicators 

show declining support for the EU as a political actor and its policies – although it 

is still preferred over the nation state on most issues. The most interesting finding 

was how the notion of ‘solidarity’ has changed within individual member states 

during the crisis and also that people’s frustration with the Union has not changed 

the fact that want their country to continue to work within its framework.  

The results from the content analysis were more surprising. In the early phases 

of the crisis there was a clear trend in the newspaper debate towards 

fragmentation and nationalistic discourse. However, as the crisis developed this 

discourse changed and the frames became more solidarity oriented. First, in 2011, 

there was increased salience in what was termed ‘intermediary frames’, where the 

discourse moved away from the frames that were most fragmentary in nature. The 

discourse then moved further towards solidarity and unity in articles that were 

written in 2012 and 2013. This was not what would have been expected 

considering the frustration citizens have voiced towards the Union in the 

Eurobarometer surveys, but is perhaps in line with the increased importance of 

solidarity within certain member states. 

In these discussions the results from the two researches will be summarised 

and analysed in relation to the theoretical framework that has already been 

introduced. Each subchapter in the discussion will focus on a certain theory and 

explain how it has helped in analysing the data and what it can tell us about the 

results from the two researches. The first chapter will focus on the ‘Optimum 
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Currency Area’ theory and its relevance to the subject. The second will group 

together neofunctionalism and social constructivism and introduce how these 

theories have worked together to explain how the Euro crisis has unfolded. The 

third and last chapter will concentrate on the democratic legitimacy of the 

Eurozone and how that is related to the results.  

 

5.1 The theory of optimum currency areas and the Euro crisis  

The theory of optimum currency areas claims that both economic and political 

factors are important in setting up a monetary union. This thesis used the model 

put forth by Baldwin and Wyplosz as the framework for what constitutes an 

optimum currency area (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 314-349). It was further 

stated that three out of six criterions mentioned by Baldwin and Wyplosz could 

more clearly be related to social and political conditions within and between 

countries. These criterions were: fiscal transfers, homogenous preferences and 

solidarity vs. nationalism. It was clear from the outset that the Eurozone did not 

meet these criterions and the fact that the member states built in a no-bail-out 

clause into the treaties is probably the most obvious example of this. However, 

despite the fact that the Eurozone never fully met these requirements it is still 

interesting to use these criterions to analyse the Euro crisis. They can help in 

explaining some aspects of it.  

 Before examining these criterions one other aspect of the OCA theory 

should be mentioned. The theory saw institutional differences between countries 

as barriers to labour mobility and thus in effect work against the mobility of labour 

between the countries comprising the monetary union. Labour mobility was not 

examined in this research; however, the institutional differences will be briefly 

mentioned here. 

National institutions are deeply rooted in national culture and are thus difficult 

to converge. The institutional design of the monetary union was to a large extent 

based on the German Bundesbank, and the monetary policy that it had pursued was 

the guiding principle for the European Central Bank. Governments in Europe were 
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forced to meet certain criteria that would allow them to become part of the new 

currency, these were economic indicators related to public debt and inflation rates. 

These requirements were eventually sustained by becoming part of the ‘Stability 

and Growth Pact’. Many countries started intense programs to meet these 

requirements, programs that were not sustainable in the long run but would allow 

the countries to be a part of the new currency union. The ‘Stability and Growth 

Pact’ was initially put in place to force members to maintain this fiscal stability 

(Scharpf 2011, 8-10).  These fiscal adjustments were made as short-term programs 

in order to meet the required criteria to enter the Eurozone. Governments did not 

make an effort to streamline the structural and institutional framework of their 

economies and as a result the differences between them became evident again 

after the establishment of the Eurozone (Scharpf 2011, 12). The institutional 

change was thus not durable and as time moves on the differences in national 

culture become evident again where the southern countries want to devalue the 

currency and let inflation rise, but Germany wants to maintain price stability as it 

has always done.  

Turning back to the political and social criterions of the OCA theory it is clear 

that fiscal transfers were never supposed to be part of the monetary union. The 

member states tried to install numerous mechanisms to avoid fiscal transfers as an 

economic tool within the Eurozone. However, as the crisis has developed the 

member states have become more willing to help one another, by extending rescue 

packages to the countries in need. Consequently, the no-bail-out clause was 

wavered when Greece had to be rescued. This was done with rigid strings attached 

that have been the cause for immense social turmoil within Greece, and the other 

troubled countries. However, the fact that the European countries do assist one 

another shows that they are willing to make sacrifices to save the Eurozone. 

Whether it is for their personal gain or because they sense they are all part of a 

European community is debatable. The articles from the content analysis argue for 

both causes.  

Regarding homogenous preferences, in the theory they are related to the 

preferences countries have in addressing shocks to their economy (Baldwin and 

Wyplosz 2009, 327). This can be related to what Scharpf (2011) says about 
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national institutions and how they were neither streamlined in the preparatory 

phases nor in the aftermath of the establishment of the euro. However, this can 

also be related to the result from this research. The frame ‘fragmented Europe’ 

from the content analysis depicted the differences between member states on how 

to address the crisis and the effect this had on the monetary union where talk 

abound on breaking up the Eurozone. Furthermore, the Eurobarometer surveys 

showed that citizens of the EU were moving away from one another in terms of 

values and national governments were rising in importance as the actor best 

suited to address the crisis – national governments and national institutions. Also, 

the increasingly negative values that citizens attach to the EU do, according to the 

theory, decrease the sense of collective identity amongst them (Risse 2010). Thus, 

regarding homogenous preferences the Eurozone is not moving towards more 

homogeneity and according to the data from this research risks becoming more 

heterogeneous. 

The last criterion from the OCA theory that will be covered here is ‘solidarity 

vs. nationalism’, which refers to the fact that countries in a monetary union have to 

accept certain costs when conflicts arise concerning national interests in the 

monetary policy (Baldwin and Wyplosz 2009, 327-329). The results on this are 

somewhat ambiguous in the research where the Eurobarometer surveys show a 

nationalistic trend in the data on many indicators but the content analysis shows a 

move towards increasing solidarity within the Eurozone. The countries continue to 

dispute on what policies are most effective in addressing the crisis. However, there 

is call for more flexibility in the approaches and research has shown that the 

dispute is not on whether the countries should share the cost in addressing the 

crisis, but to what extent (Bechtel et al. 2012). Thus, the solidarity is in place but 

whether its strength is substantial enough to be the basis for a monetary union 

remains to be seen. The content analysis of this thesis does give some positive 

signs in that direction.  

The OCA theory was used as a framework for this research and it was the 

original impetus for this thesis. The criterions mentioned in the theory are 

important for OCA’s to function, and according to some, more important than the 

economic criterions. The two researches show that the Eurozone does not fulfil the 
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criterions mentioned, criterions that were neither fulfilled when the Eurozone was 

established. However, on some indicators the Eurozone appears to be moving 

closer to fulfilling these criterions, although with a long way to go.  

 

5.2 European integration theory and the Euro crisis 

The integration theories that were put forth in the theoretical framework as an 

analytical guideline in explaining the development of the Euro crisis were social 

constructivism and neofunctionalism. As was mentioned in the theoretical chapter, 

social constructivism is not an integration theory and it does not make any 

substantial claim on European integration (Risse 2009). It is rather a viewpoint 

that allows the researcher to broaden the scope of other theories, by making 

ontological claims that inevitably affect way in which the research is conducted. In 

line with this view, social constructivism was used alongside an established 

European integration theory, neofunctionalism, to explain how the Euro crisis has 

developed.   

 Neofunctionalism gives the research added insight into the development of 

the crisis. The functional spillover effect explains how the Eurozone appears to be 

moving ever closer towards an economic union where the member states not only 

give up their sovereignty regarding monetary issues, but also economic ones. Thus, 

integration in monetary affairs is calling for integration in economic affairs 

through functional spillover. This process has not been straightforward as it has 

been characterised by constant debates between member states on how and 

whether to move forward with integration. There have been many calls for the 

abolishment of the euro and thus a move towards disintegration. This halt in the 

integration process is in line with the revised version of neofunctionalism where 

more emphasis is placed on examining the domestic level and its interplay with the 

European level (Niemann 2008; Tranholm-Mikkelsen 1991).  

There is thus, according to the theories, a constant interplay between the 

domestic realm of the member states and the European level. The domestic forces 

have an effect on the state level that in turn affects the domestic level in a mutually 

constitutive relationship. The fragmentation of Europe that was evident in the 
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content analysis is illustrative of this relationship where the member states largely 

base their position in the Euro crisis on their domestic politics. This is furthermore 

evident in the way in which events at the European level are transpired into the 

domestic level and vice versa. Domestic politics and nationalistic sentiments do 

play a role in people’s perception of the EU. The research shows this where the 

meaning of the EU becomes increasingly negative as the crisis continues and 

people increasingly see their nation as the best actor to address the crisis. These 

trends serve more as an incentive for disintegration than integration. The 

increased salience of solidarity is also an example of this where it becomes 

increasingly important as a value within the domestic realm and at the same time 

reaches the pan-European newspaper debate. The causal link however is not 

detectable in this research and more extensive data would be needed to make any 

solid claims based on this. 

A collective European identity is a prerequisite for the emergence of a 

European community and the solidarity that such communities are based upon. 

Increased socialisation between member states leads to more understanding and 

can thus be a stimulus for the emergence of a European identity (Risse 2009, 147). 

The Euro crisis has led to some intense debates between the member states on 

how to address the crisis and has as such been an incentive for increased 

socialisation between the countries (Bertoncini 2013, 7). This increased 

socialisation has not resulted in European values moving closer or in Europeans 

feeling closer to one another, according to the data. The values of Europeans are 

rather moving apart and in that sense the EU is moving away from the community 

that it aims to build.  

The data, however, also shows the increased call for solidarity in the latter 

stages of the crisis. Whether this can be related to increased socialisation between 

the countries can’t be confirmed by this data. The ambiguity between the two 

researches on this matter highlights the differences between the methods and 

criticisms that have been directed their way. Quantitative research on identity has 

been criticised for highlighting stability, resilience and stubbornness of identities 

and that it does not show changes that occur over time. The qualitative research is 

criticised for the opposite where it emphasises the fluidity and constant flux of 
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identities (Risse 2010, 34-35). This criticism seems to be somewhat confirmed by 

the results of this thesis. 

The values that citizens hold remain relatively stable over the period of the 

crisis. However, the Eurobarometer surveys don’t tell us anything about the 

strength of those identities or what their nature is – civic or ethnic. The strength of 

identities is directly related to their behavioural consequences in the theories 

(Herrmann and Brewer 2004, 5-10; Risse 2010, 59-61). This would thus show the 

willingness of communities to use fiscal transfers to support one another in times 

of need. A relatively high number of citizens claim that solidarity is an important 

value to them, however, when it comes to showing this solidarity in action its 

importance seems to drop (Risse 60-61). The Euro crisis can thus serve as the 

missing link in the data on the strength of European identities. Future 

developments will show whether solidarity will be practised or whether it is still 

only a national sentiment. At the moment there are at least severe limits to the 

solidarity that Europeans are willing to show one another.  

Neofunctionalism and social constructivism have thus helped us to understand 

the development of the crisis. Neofunctionalism has helped us in understanding 

why there is constant pressure for deeper integration from some actors and also 

why there is opposition to this. The theories have allowed us to incorporate the 

domestic level into the research which is a major explanatory factor in the 

positions member states take in the crisis, both domestic politics and nationalistic 

sentiments. The results show us that domestic forces affect and are affected by 

what happens at the European level. In which direction the notion of a European 

community is heading is somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand the survey 

research shows numerous moves towards more national sentiments, but on the 

other hand the qualitative content analysis shows solidarity to be on the rise and 

thus a move towards a shared European community. More extensive research is 

needed to make any conclusive arguments on this. This would both entail having a 

bigger sample for the content analysis as well as exploring the domestic forces in 

more detail.  
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5.3 Democratic legitimacy and the Euro crisis 

In order to address the economic crisis, troubled countries within the Eurozone 

are forced to accept rigid conditionalities that are attached to the assistance they 

receive from the EU. The governments give up their competence on many aspects 

of economic decision-making and are in effect working under receivership 

(Scharpf 2011, 26). They are forced to implement economic policies and reforms 

that they can’t defend and develop as their own policies. Domestically, these 

policies are viewed as constraints placed upon the country from the outside; from 

the EU and other nations (Scharpf 2011, 27). ). If the public opinion within a 

troubled country is that the country is being bullied by others and that other 

governments are acting in their self-interest in protecting their domestic interests, 

a sense of alienation between the countries is bound to arise. This sense has 

spurred an increasing debate on whether the Eurozone lacks democratic 

legitimacy to make the decisions it is making.  

The results from the Eurobarometer surveys show that citizens within the EU 

are increasingly frustrated with the way democracy works; both at the national 

level and at the EU level. Up until the crisis the EU scored markedly better in this 

respect than the national level, but after the crisis hit there is clear rise in citizens’ 

dissatisfaction with the way democracy functions in the EU. As was stated in the 

research chapter, this is a general trend within western democracies (Beetham 

2005, 44-68). This sudden rise in dissatisfaction with the EU is, however, also 

clearly related to the Euro crisis. This chapter will analyse this result in more 

detail.  

Legitimacy and democracy are intrinsically linked and in order for law to gain 

legitimacy in the minds of citizens they have to feel that they are in control of its 

coercive effect. Social constructivism emphasises socialisation and norm-guided 

behaviour as a process through which social and political order receives its 

legitimacy (Risse 2009, 147-149). Through this socialisation norms and identities 

of citizens may become increasingly collective and thus they feel they are part of 

the same community, and the same legal structure. Power is also based on 

legitimacy which is conditioned by norms and values within societies that 
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determine what is the rightful action in any given circumstances, and who may 

carry it out (Reus-Smit 2009, 233). Common norms and values are thus important 

for the democratic legitimacy within a community and through increased 

socialisation the community can move closer to establishing these common norms 

and values and in effect create a collective identity. This is similar to the 

neofunctionalist claim that increased deliberation and socialisation facilitates 

understanding between the member states (Niemann 2008).  

Results from the research showed that citizens of Europe are moving away 

from each other in terms of values and feel more distant from one another as a 

result of the crisis. There has probably never been as much deliberation and 

socialisation between member states as has been in the Euro crisis (Bertoncini 

2013, 7). In line with that the increased interaction between member states should 

have increased understanding and commonality between them. It is thus probably 

safe to assume that not all interaction leads to common norms and values; other 

forces are also affecting agents. The theories allow us to speculate that domestic 

forces, such as national identity and domestic politics, work against such 

socialisation. It would be interesting to study these domestic forces and their effect 

further to get a better image of this relationship. It is nevertheless clear that many 

citizens of the EU do not subscribe to the EU as a shared community and thus they 

do not feel that this community has the legitimacy to enforce its decisions on them.  

According to this research citizens have grown increasingly frustrated with the 

democratic processes within the EU. Values are moving apart and on many 

indicators the EU appears to be moving away from being a community of fate. This 

may be related to the fact that difficult decisions are being made at the moment 

and once the storm is over satisfaction with the EU returns and with it legitimacy 

for its decisions. However, the democratic legitimacy of a community is based on a 

collective identity arising between the citizens that is based on common norms and 

values. Whether the current debate on the Euro crisis will eventually serve to 

enhance the sense of collective identity remains to be seen, but for the moment the 

democratic legitimacy of decisions is highly contested.   
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Conclusions 

This thesis set out to examine the hypothesis that a major factor in explaining the 

development of the Euro crisis and the immense problems that the member states 

are having in addressing it can be related to a lack of a collective European identity 

existing between them. The claim is that there is a dividing line both between the 

member states and also between the EU and the member states that is a 

fundamental explanatory factor in the development of the crisis. The Eurozone, 

thus, lacks, a shared European community (based on common values, norms and 

solidarity) which is a fundamental prerequisite for the functioning of a common 

currency.   

Based on these hypotheses, the research questions that the thesis set out to 

answer were:  

 

1. Whether a lack of a European community (values, norms, identities and 

solidarity) is a fundamental reason for how the Euro crisis has developed 

and the immense political troubles that the Union is facing at the moment. 

2. Whether the identity of Europeans is moving closer or further away from a 

common European identity since the beginning of the Euro crisis. 

 

The thesis thus enters the debate in two popular fields within European studies; 

the debate on the Euro crisis and the debate on European identity. However, these 

two fields are rarely exclusively connected and in that respect this thesis is 

entering somewhat unchartered territory. Traditionally, constructivist approaches 

are not used to explain economic problems, which has rather been the domain of 

rational theories. This research, however, makes an effort to take on this task.  

In the second chapter of the thesis the theories that were used in the research 

were introduced. The theory of optimum currency areas was the guiding light that 

created the idea for this research. It was used as a guiding principle in justifying 

the research’s heavy focus on social aspects in examining the Euro crisis. The three 

exclusively political and social criterions, i.e. fiscal transfers, homogenous 

preferences and solidarity vs. nationalism were then used as the focal point of the 
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research. Neofunctionalism and social constructivism were combined to make 

sense out of political processes that were taking place within Europe with the 

emphasis still being on how they related to the social criterion of the optimum 

currency area theory. Lastly, the theoretical framework introduced the concept of 

democratic legitimacy and how that can be related to integration theory and the 

proper functioning of communities, such as the Eurozone.  

The third chapter introduced the research methods that were used what the 

research hoped to achieve by using these methods. The Eurobarometer surveys 

were used to create and overall and stable image of European identity and the 

citizens’ perception of the EU during the crisis. The content analysis was intended 

to answer questions that were more fluid in nature, i.e. whether the crisis had 

affected the sense of collective identity and solidarity between Europeans and also 

what effect the crisis was having on European vs. national sentiments. This was 

intended to answer the question of which direction Europe was heading as a result 

of the crisis. This chapter also introduced some of risks and ethical concerns that 

inevitably arise in a work of this nature. 

In the fourth chapter the results from the two researches were introduced. The 

Eurobarometer survey research showed us an image of a frustrated and somewhat 

fragmented Europe. Most indicators on the EU are on a downwards slope which 

can’t be ignored, despite the fact that the EU is often more popular than the nation 

state. This is a trend that is more often than not caused by the crisis. The most 

interesting finding here was to see how the notion of solidarity has changed within 

member states as a result of the crisis where it has grown immensely in 

importance within the troubled countries. In future research it would add depth to 

the research to focus more on the domestic level that was done here. It would 

probably be better to focus on fewer indicators, but examine them in more detail.  

It was, furthermore, surprising to see that despite the decreasing support for the 

EU citizens still see their future being best protected by being part of the EU 

framework and that member states should continue to work together within the 

EU.  

The content analysis showed that discourse on solidarity and unity is on the 

rise within the member states. The crisis has thus caused, at least the media, to call 
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for more solidarity. However, some reservations have to be made concerning this 

claim. The sample used in this research was relatively small which results in the 

fact that each newspaper article counts as relatively large proportion of the 

sample. It would be interesting so see if the same trend could be detected using a 

bigger sample. Leaving this aside, the research shows this trend and thus makes 

claims based on it, keeping in mind the reservations. In the fifth chapter the results 

from the research chapter were discussed in more detail and related to the 

theories that guided the work.   

The answers to the research questions are inconclusive after having conducted 

the two researches. On the one hand the Eurobarometer surveys show a Europe 

moving away from a collective identity and a European community, but on the 

other hand the content analysis shows a Europe moving in the opposite direction – 

towards collective identity and a European community. It would be interesting to 

view domestic indicators in more detail in the surveys and give individual member 

states more attention than was done in this survey. This would perhaps allow for 

more substantive claims to be made. In the content analysis it would be interesting 

to see if a bigger sample would give similar results. The answers to these questions 

remain hidden for future research to reveal them, and for now the social 

construction of the Eurozone continues to be ambiguous.    
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Appendix  

List of articles from Presseurop and how they were categorised 

1. Can the EU put it together again; 15 December 2009 

Paper: Der Spiegel, Germany – Liberal 

Frame: Lazy and dishonest Greeks 

 

2. Club Euro, an erratic door policy; 15 March 2010 

Paper: Gazeta Wyborcza, Poland – Social liberal, centre left 

Frame: Fragmented Europe 

 

3. Are we already in a two-speed Europe?; 26 April 2010 

Paper: La Repubblica, Italy – Centre left 

Frame: Fragmented Europe 

 

4. Portugal braces itself for the storm; 4 May 2010 

Paper: La Vanguardia, Spain – Liberalism, centralism  

Frame: Unidentified 

 

5. What can Africa teach the Eurozone; 18 May 2010 

Paper: The Guardian, UK – Centre left, liberal 

Frame: Europe vs. financial markets 

 

6. You are still fumbling in the dark; 20 September 2010 

Paper: Les Echos, France – not found 

Frame: Unidentified 

 

7. Let them go bust; 17 November 2010 

Paper: Der Standard, Austria – Centre left, social liberal 

Frame: Europe vs. financial markets 

 

8. Don’t kill the Euro; 3 December 2010 

Paper: The Economist, UK – Economic liberalism 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 

 

9. Eurozone, where the cold shoulder is king; 19 January 2011 

The Guardian, UK – Centre left 

Frame: Fragmented Europe 
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10. Banks? What banks?; 7 March 2011 

Paper: Frankfurter Allgemeine Sonntagszeitung, Germany – Liberal  

  conservative  

Frame: Fragmented Europe 

 

11. Life in the new bloc(k); 25 March 2011 

Paper: Rzeczpospolita, Poland – Liberal conservative 

Frame: Unity in diversity 

 

12. An easy target for hoax reports; 9 May 2011 

Paper: Libération, France – Centre left 

Frame: Europe vs. financial markets 

 

13. Credit rating agencies go after euro; 13 June 2011 

Paper: Libération, France – Centre left 

Frame: Europe vs. financial markets 

 

14. Euro – what Brussels will do next; 23 June 2011 

Paper: Le Monde, France – Centre left 

Frame: Unidentified 

 

15. An expensive breather; 22 July 2011 

Paper: Die Welt, Germany - Conservative 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 

 

16. Act now to save dying euro; 10 August 2011 

Paper: Mediapart, France – Left leaning 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 

 

17. What can Greece do now; 6 September 2011 

Paper: To Ethnos, Greece – Centre left 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 

 

18. Let Greece then Ireland default; 28 September 2011 

Paper: Irish Independent, Ireland – Fianna Fail, centre right 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 

 

19. Troika believes in Potemkin villages; 12 October 2011 

Paper: Irish Independent, Ireland – Fianna Fail, centre right 

Frame: Fragmented Europe 
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20. The fake euro rescue; 27 October 2011 

Paper: Berliner Zeitung, Germany – Centre left 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 

 

21. Referendums – can’t always get what you want; 4 November 2011 

Paper: Rzeczpospolita, Poland – Liberal conservative 

Frame: Fragmented Europe 

 

22. Merkel’s nein is wrecking the EU; 24 November 2011 

Paper: Die Tageszeitung, Germany – Centre left 

Frame: Solidarity 

 

23. 10 years of the euro: What’s to celebrate?; 2 January 2012 

Paper: Süddeutsche Zeitung, Germany – Centre left, political liberalism 

Frame: Unidentified 

 

24. Save the ECB from the danger of Greece; 2 February 2012 

Paper: De Tijd, Belgium – Focus on economy and business 

Frame: Lazy and dishonest Greeks 

 

25. Brussels’ fatal therapy; 15 February 2012 

Paper: Die Zeit, Germany – Centrist, social liberal 

Frame: Solidarity 

 

26. Shipwreck has been avoided; 9 March 2012 

Paper: To Ethnos, Greece – Centre left 

Frame: Solidarity 

 

27. But austerity is necessary; 26 April 2012 

Paper: Die Zeit, Germany – Centrist, social liberal 

Frame: Unity in diversity 

 

28. All guilty; 31 May 2012 

Paper: Coulisses de Bruxelles, Belgium – Centre left 

Frame: Lazy and dishonest Greeks 

 

29. A bailout, quick!; 13 June 2012 

Paper: Cyprus mail, Cyprus – not found 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 
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30. Spanish bailout is now inevitable; 24 July 2012 

Paper: The Guardian, UK – Centre left 

Frame: Lack of political leadership 

 

31. Berlin restores realpolitik; 23 August 2012 

Paper: Il sole-24 ore, Italy - Liberalism 

Frame: Solidarity 

 

32. Please make austerity more flexible; 1October 2012 

Paper: El Pais, Spain – Centre left 

Frame: Unity in diversity 

 

33. Goodbye euro, hello recession; 14 November 2012 

Paper: Die Zeit, Germany – Centrist, social liberal 

Frame: Solidarity 

 

34. How Europe’s leaders ran out of credit in Cyprus; 21 March 2013 

Paper: Financial Times, UK – Economic liberalism 

Frame: Unity in diversity 

 

35. Austerity absurdity?; 24 April 2013  

Paper: Süddeutsche Zeitung, Germany – Centre left, political liberalism 

Frame: Unity in diversity 

 

36. ‘Mr Euro’ under fire; 28 May 2013 

Paper: NRC Handelsblad, Netherlands - Liberalism 

Frame: Fragmented Europe 

 

 

 

 


