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1.  

Introduction  
 

 

n the 18th of June 2004 the political leaders of the 25 member states of the European Union 

(EU) agreed on a Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe. However, the agreement 

was reached in the shadow of a spectacular failure and was not presented as the triumph of 

European concord one might have expected. The process of creating a new foundational text for the 

EU should have been sealed when the leaders met in December of 2003, but on that occasion the 

assembled politicians could neither agree on the proposal that was on the table, nor could they reach 

a compromise or partial solution. All the heads of state and government could decide at the meeting 

in December 2003 was to spend the first quarter of 2004 probing how the pieces could be mended 

and to recommence the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC), the institutional arrangement for 

deciding on treaty changes, as soon as possible. As it turned out, the unsuccessful summit did not 

terminate the European constitutional process as such. Nevertheless, it halted nearly four years of 

perpetual, if sometimes almost imperceptible, movement towards refounding the EU by means of a 

single constitutional text.  

Before the December summit a proposal for a fully-fledged constitution had been 

prepared by the so-called European Convention, a temporary institution consisting of national and 

European parliamentarians and representatives of the executives. During its working period from 

March 2002 to July 2003 the Convention took on more and more features of a constitutional 

assembly, and its final proposal establishes the EU as an independent polity1 with a unique blend of 

intergovernmental and federal features. Before the 13th of December 2003 leading national and 

European politicians routinely called for an agreement that would alter the Convention’s proposal 

as little as possible. After the Brussels summit political leaders by and large abandoned the lofty 

declarations of adherence in principle and settled down for the muddle of finding a passable 

compromise. The changes in the political leaders’ communicative interaction with each other and 

with the various national and European publics that followed from the redirection of the 

constitutional process deserve to be studied in their own right.  

                                                        
1 The term polity is used here and in the following to denote the political field – the political institutions and the society 
they represent. The courses of action adopted and pursued within the polity are termed policies, and the task of creating 
these specific courses of action is policy-making, whereas politics refers to creating and maintaining the polity.  

O 
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However, the present investigation deals with the European constitutional process 

before the fall; it is one of the aims of this study to explain how the EU got to the point in which 

agreement on the constitutional treaty had come to be expected. Through an examination of the 

early phases of what has become known as the debate on the future of Europe2 I shall seek to 

explain how the process that began as any other round of treaty revisions was moved in the 

constitutional direction. Thus, one aim of the study is to understand how it became commonly 

accepted that the creation of a constitution was the goal of the reform process, but at the same time I 

shall suggest reasons why the actual decision on the constitutional text proved so difficult to reach. I 

shall seek to explain why the constitutive momentum did not culminate in a univocal constitutional 

moment.  

One feature that marks the present round of reforms off from earlier treaty revisions is 

the very fact that the current reforms have been discussed in public. In contradistinction to earlier 

efforts the current reforms have been accompanied by a broad public debate. Moreover, European 

and national political leaders have actively sought to open up the reform process in which only 

members of the highest political echelon were formerly allowed to participate. The debate on the 

future of Europe is by and large a political initiative, an invitation to the peoples of Europe to 

participate in the discussion of what the EU should do and how it should be organised. Naturally, 

the discussion of such issues as how our societies should be organised and what role the EU should 

play in that organisation precedes the current round of treaty revisions. Nevertheless, the initiation 

of the debate on the future of Europe as this debate is now understood and conducted can be dated 

quite precisely.  

On the 12th of May 2000 Joschka Fischer, the German foreign minister, delivered a 

speech entitled “From Confederacy to Federation – thoughts on the finality of European 

integration.” In this speech Fischer synthesised and articulated a number of ideas that had been 

circulating and fermenting in European political and academic circles for quite some time, thus 

“blowing the lid off Europe’s superstate agenda,” as the British Conservatives phrased it. Expressed 

in more neutral terms, Fischer put the issues of the EU’s end-goals and the possibility of expressing 

these in a written constitution on both the official political and broader public agendas of Europe. 

Thereby, he effectively framed the debate on the future of Europe, as it would henceforth develop.  

The present project takes Fischer’s speech as its starting point and follows the political 

and the public dimensions of the debate as it unfolded from May 2000 until December 2001, when 

                                                        
2 While some debators do recognise that the EU and Europe are not equivalent, many use the terms interchangeably.  
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the discussion was institutionalised through the creation of the aforementioned European 

Convention. Hence, it is the aim of the project to account for the temporal developments of the 

debate from its inception until its institutionalisation. 

An equally important spatial dimension accompanies the temporal focus of the present 

study. Before the Convention was set down the public discussions of European reforms did not 

have a commonly accepted centre, but were instead conducted in a great number of disparate 

settings in which different expectations and priorities prevailed, wherefore ‘the debate’ actually 

consisted of a number of different discussions.3 The specific contextual articulations may contribute 

to the same chorus, but each contribution is a unique variation of the general theme. Thus, an 

examination of the debate on the future of Europe must not only be attentive to the debate’s 

temporal aspects, but also to how the debate was perceived and conducted in its various concrete 

contexts of articulation. The spaces to be studied in the following consist of a mix of national and 

European contexts. More specifically, the study includes British, Danish, French, German, and 

Spanish utterances – speeches by national political leaders and coverage by national newspapers – 

as well as intrinsically European ones – a statement by the Commission President and two Council 

declarations. National boundaries between the member states of the EU mark the most obvious lines 

of division between arenas of debate, but the national debates are not isolated from each other. The 

focus of this study is not the insular meaning formation of each national public sphere but the 

interrelations between the different contexts. In the broadest terms possible, then, the aim of this 

project is to explain how the debate on the future of Europe is perceived and conducted in its 

distinct yet related spatio-temporal settings. 

The debate on the future of Europe is generated by and structured around a basic 

argument concerning the legitimating powers of public discussion. The argument runs as follows: 

the legitimacy of the European Union will be enhanced if the citizens come to identify themselves 

more with the European project and such identification may result from active participation in that 

project. Apart from the direct influence citizens obtain through voting, their participation in the 

European as well as any other democratic polity takes the principal form of public debate. The 

conclusion of the argument, therefore, is that an augmentation of European public debate will in 

itself enhance the legitimacy of the EU. And a further benefit, the argument continues, is that 

opening up the reform process to public participation facilitates the creation of a foundational treaty  

                                                        
3 Even when the Convention was established the discussions continued to develop in the fora and public spaces in 
which they had begun – the only difference being that there now was one common and consistent point of reference.  
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that is better attuned to the demands and expectations of the citizens and to which citizens will feel 

greater attachment. The combined claim, then, is that the process of European discussion is 

legitimating in itself and that it will produce a more legitimate EU. The analysis of the debate on the 

future of Europe is meant to provide empirical grounding for a reasoned evaluation of the validity 

of this claim.  

In order to realise this purpose the three concepts of legitimacy, identity, and public 

opinion with their corresponding processes of legitimation, identification, and public opinion 

formation are crucial. The project has an empirical aim of explaining how the three processes 

interrelate and become meaningful in the debate. Here, existing theoretical understandings of the 

processes will inform the analyses of particular utterances that take up central positions within the 

meaning formation of the debate as such. Furthermore, the project has a theoretical ambition that 

consists of investigating which general understanding of the relationship between legitimacy, 

identity, and public opinion corresponds best with the empirical reality of the debate. As Heidrun 

Friese and Peter Wagner assert: “The creation of a European polity […] lays bare the limits of an 

approach to political philosophy that focuses on addressing general issues of relevance for all 

polities at all times and points to the need for politico-philosophically exploring a polity in its 

specificity, that is, its being in space and time” (Friese & Wagner, 2002, pp. 342-343). It is the 

ambition of the present project to relate current theoretical discussions of what constitutional order 

is proper for the EU with the analytical findings of the study of the European constitutive debate. 

The final aim is to suggest a spatio-temporally sensitive theoretical foundation for the EU. 

The general purpose of this project, then, is to explain the debate on the future of 

Europe as it unfolds in a specific period of time and in a number of concrete contexts. The overall 

intent is to identify differences and commonalities in the opinion formation as it occurs in its 

various contexts. The temporal aspect of the investigation implies a focus on collective 

developments; it is here that the common movement towards a constitutional text will be explored. 

The spatial aspect highlights the differences between various settings, and it is through examination 

of these differences that I hope to explain the failure to create a common European constitutional 

moment.  

Within the general purpose of explaining the meaning formation of the debate a 

special emphasis is placed upon the conceptually established relationship between legitimacy, 

identity and public opinion. Theoretical understandings of the mutually constitutive dynamics 

between the three processes of legitimation, identification and public opinion formation inform the 
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investigation of the debate. The guiding question, then, is how the interdependent processes of 

legitimation, identification and public opinion formation constitute and are constituted in and 

through specific spatio-temporal instantiations of the complex and diversified network of 

communication that is the debate on the future of Europe. The analytical findings, in turn, will be 

used to nuance and strengthen the theoretical understanding of and constitutional recommendations 

for the EU.   

 

1.1. Theoretical perspective and analytical approach 

The present study focuses on the European debate as a constitutive process, and seeks to understand 

the dynamics of this process in order to explain the meaning that it creates. But the idea of the 

constitution as a product understood empirically as the new treaty and theoretically as whether a 

constitutional treaty is indeed desirable and feasible for a polity such as the EU is never far away. 

Hence, the term constitution in its various senses – as the process by which a specific utterance or 

an entire community becomes meaningful and as the textual product on which communities are 

based – is of central importance to the investigation. In fact it is so central that I shall propose the 

term constitutionism as a general label for the perspective that informs my research. The details and 

implications of the constitutionist perspective will be unfolded in the following; at present it 

suffices to say that the perspective finds its main sources of inspiration in rhetorical theories of 

meaning formation. Here, José Luis Ramírez’ reinterpretation of Aristotle is of particular 

importance, but generally speaking the constitutionist position begins from the basic rhetorical 

insight that no articulation of meaning can be detached from its temporal and spatial circumstances. 

Meaning – whether understood as the rhetor’s utterance or the audience’s reception – is always 

conditioned by the space and time of its creation.  

Furthermore, the constitutionist perspective has much in common with Jürgen 

Habermas’ theory of communicative action, and Habermas is an influential figure throughout this 

project. Habermas offers extensive discussions of the concepts of legitimacy, identity, and public 

opinion as well as the relationship between them, and he has applied the theoretical understanding 

of the concepts and their import on the constitution of society to the context of the EU. At every 

turn of this project it is pertinent to compare and contrast my position with that of Habermas, and 

there is a debt to be acknowledged even where Habermas’ views are not explicitly foregrounded. 

By incorporating the Habermasian perspective as well as other legal and social scientific scholars’ 

conceptualisations of the European polity the project takes a decisive interdisciplinary turn. The 
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process of European integration is closely interconnected with legal and social scientific 

investigations of it, wherefore insights from these scholarly fields inform the rhetorical study, but it 

will also be argued that investigations in the rhetorical mode offer unique insights that may improve 

the understanding of European phenomena. 

As mentioned above, issues of space and time are central to my investigation of the 

debate on the future of Europe; the rhetorical understanding of the particularity of meaning by 

which the constitutionist position is guided means emphasis is placed on the here and now of each 

particular utterance. The creation of meaning depends as much on the contexts in which texts4 are 

produced as on the situations in which they are received, but the present study neither investigates 

the meanings as intended by the rhetors themselves nor as perceived by the audiences. Instead, the 

study is purely textual, and although it deals with intertextual relations it has no recourse to an 

extra-textual universe. The meanings and the opportunities for identification and further action – 

communicative or otherwise – are studied as they appear in the texts. The sheer textuality of my 

investigation of the debate on the future of Europe poses an important dilemma. As there is no way 

of knowing how the audiences actually responded, nor whether that response was intended by the 

rhetor, how can I ensure that the phenomenon I am studying is not in fact my own formation of 

meaning? When conducting textual criticism there is always a sense in which the critic is in risk of 

studying her own reception of the text and not much else.  

In the case of the present study two precautions have been taken to avoid the danger of 

simply reproducing my personal understanding of the studied texts. First, the study is primarily a 

formal one; it deals with argumentative strategies, tropes, figures, and other formal features as they 

actually appear in the texts. However, in making the appeal to formality it should immediately be 

noted that a text’s formal and substantial features cannot and should not be separated from each 

other, and that these interconnected features in turn reach beyond the limits of the individual 

utterance.5 The rhetor’s formal choices as well as his or her more substantial decisions on which 

issues to address, what arguments to pursue, and which positions to ignore bear the mark of the 

situation in which the utterance was created. As such the text is a trace of its original context, and 

                                                        
4 I use ‘text’ and ‘utterance’ interchangeably as general terms for a single communicative entity or what Mikhael 
Bakhtin calls a “unit of speech communication,” that is, a statement – whether of one word or a thousand pages – that 
elicits response thereby causing a “change of speaking subjects” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 71).  
5 In the words of Michael Leff “…the two [form or style and content or argument] blend together within the unfolding 
development of a discourse, a development that simultaneously holds the discourse together and holds it out as a way of 
influencing the world in which it appears. Form, then, plays a decisive role in rhetorical discourse, but only as it 
promotes the function of the discourse, as it acts to produce an effect [on] auditors and to do some work in the social 
world” (Leff, 1992, p. 226).   
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the textual analysis may reveal much about both the formal and substantial expectations by which 

the rhetor was constrained at the moment of production. The second precaution is that I do not study 

a single text in its exclusivity, but instead look at a debate, a series of interrelated interventions that 

comment on and respond to each other. I have selected six political speeches, two official EU 

declarations, and newspaper coverage of these eight utterances as the material to be analysed; the 

selected texts offer insight into decisive moments of the debate as these were conceived in the 

different contexts. The study of various utterances and their intertextual relations allows insight into 

the dynamic processes of the debate and thus facilitates a textual criticism that explains the 

discussants’ meaning formation on its own terms.   

These precautions do away with the charge of solipsism on the part of the critic, but 

do not rule out the possibility that both speakers and audiences could take other views than those 

offered and fail to act as recommended. Moreover, the investigation is subject to a lingering charge 

of elitism that is, however, a result of the chosen data, not of the approach as such. I study the 

debate on Europe as conducted in a communicative network in which politicians, academics and 

journalists are situated as the primary participants, not the sense which citizens make of this debate 

in their personal communications. Thus, the study may not deal with physical actions or private 

thoughts, but it investigates the ways in which it is possible to speak about Europe in public. The 

analysis of the selected data explains how the debate was presented to the citizens, thereby pointing 

out the ways in which citizens’ participation in the discussion on Europe and in the European 

project as such are restricted and facilitated.  

By coming to understand how recommended positions and actions are constituted in 

the debate, it becomes possible to hold the speakers to their words and, alternatively, to suggest 

ways of speaking that would allow other positions and actions to become meaningful. Whereas the 

principal aim of this study is not a normative one in the sense of recommending concrete ways in 

which the existing public debate on Europe may be improved, I shall as part of the theoretical 

discussion suggest how the citizens’ interests are best served.  
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1.2. Partitio 

The investigation of how meaning is constituted in the debate on the future of Europe is informed 

by the three above-mentioned concepts of legitimacy, identity, and public opinion as well as by a 

number of analytical tools that all aim at explaining textual-intertextual meaning formation in its 

spatio-temporality. The study proceeds as follows: first the debate on the future of Europe will be 

presented and information about the workings of the EU that is pertinent to the present situation will 

be given. Then I shall provide an overview of existing research that deals with public debate in the 

context of the EU. This overview will result in a first presentation of my constitutionist and 

rhetorical position, thereby making a basic distinction between the present study and other 

investigations of the field.   

The next main section is the theoretical one; in this chapter the rhetorical perspective 

will first be unfolded and then the concepts of legitimacy, identity, and public opinion will be 

presented. The concepts will first be discussed in the context of the EU; various theoretical notions 

of the proper European institutionalisation of the concepts will be presented in order to facilitate the 

eventual analytical evaluation of their adequacy. Secondly, the concepts will be linked to the 

rhetorical perspective, whereby they become procedural and thus may inform the analyses. In order 

to reach an evaluation of the theories it is necessary to explore how processes of legitimation, 

identification, and public opinion formation are constituted and interrelated in the debate. When the 

concrete processes have been explained it can be ascertained which general model is best suited for 

the European polity.  

The theoretical section is followed by the analytical endeavour. The analysis is 

divided into two main rounds and is preceded by a thorough introduction of the material to be 

analysed. Although the ambition of this study is to make pronouncements on the meaning formation 

of the debate in general, the study remains strictly textual, securely grounded in but also limited by 

the actual utterances that have been singled out for analysis. When I reach the analytical parts of the 

study, I shall have much more to say about the selected texts and the procedures of selection. 

However, before embarking on the various explanatory tasks that will prepare the way for the 

analyses, I wish to state clearly that the empirical material consists of six political speeches, two 

Council declarations and newspaper coverage of these eight texts stemming from five national 

contexts. The material is organised spatio-temporally so that the two declarations mark major 

transitions or turning points in the debate and each speech both represents a specific context – 

typically a unique combination of national and transnational features – and a moment in the flow of 
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discussions between the two turning points. The newspaper coverage displays purely national 

characteristics, but also convergence between the different settings. Thus, the selected set of texts is 

well suited for studying the intricate spatio-temporal relationships that constitute the debate on the 

future of Europe as a meaningful communicative process. Having made this preliminary 

introduction of the texts that will eventually be analysed I now turn to the task of introducing the 

European reform process and the existing studies of European debate.  



 



 

 11

2.  

European debate and the study thereof 
 

 

n this chapter I shall first present information about the EU and its developments that provides 

the background for the study of the debate on the future of Europe. Second, I shall present 

already existing research on European debate in order to situate my investigation in the context of 

these studies. The aim is both to show the connections between my approach and that of other 

scholars with interests similar to mine, and to establish an important difference between the basic 

orientation of the present study and the starting point of most of the related investigations. 

 

2.1. How the EU functions and is reformed  

Discussions of visions for the future and their possible realisation in institutional arrangements have 

been important driving forces in the development of the European project from the establishment of 

the Coal and Steel Union to the present attempt to endow the European Union with a constitutional 

treaty. And in a broader sense debates on the future of Europe have always been integral to the 

conceptualisation of the continent. The questions around which European history has evolved since 

the concept of Europe was invented concern what Europe is and how this European identity should 

be realised in cultural, economic and political terms (Pagden, 2002, p. 33). Throughout its history 

Europe has witnessed grand intellectual unifying efforts as well as brute attempts to unite the 

continent by arms. It was not until the nation-states were consolidated in the 18th and 19th centuries 

that European division and the sovereignty of the nation-state came to be seen as the general norm.1 

However, the lack of stable borderlines does not mean a harmonious European unity existed. It is a 

general historical condition that “the discourse of Europe is ambivalent in that it is not always about 

unity and inclusion, but is also about exclusion and the construction of difference based on norms of 

exclusion” (Delanty, 1995, p. 1).  

The European project of integration that was begun in the aftermath of the Second 

World War and is today embedded in the treaties and institutions of the European Union was from 

its inception guided by the norm of national sovereignty.  And – hearkening to the original  

                                                        
1 The understanding of the Europe of nations was, however, prefigured in the Treaty of Westphalia signed in 1648, and 
it was in turn contested by the fascist and communist ideologies of the 20th century.   

I 
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formulation of the Treaty of Rome’s Preamble – the process of integration is still directed towards 

“an ever closer union among the peoples of Europe.” In the fifty years of institutionalised European 

integration discussions of the European community’s identity and further developments have 

focused on the relationship between the European and the national levels of governance and 

authority (Ruttley, 2002, p. 228).  

 Important as it is for understanding the background of the current discussions, this 

project does not deal with the debate on the future of Europe in the general and long-term sense 

sketched out above. Instead, I focus on the process of European reform that was begun around the 

year 2000 and still has not found its conclusion.2 The specific aim of this process is the creation of a 

new foundational treaty for the EU, but embedded within the process are broader issues of 

European identity, the general purpose of European integration, and the citizens’ support for and 

participation in the European project.  

Understanding the debate on the future of Europe in the restricted sense not only 

requires an awareness of the broader issues involved, it is also premised upon some foreknowledge 

of the EU’s current institutional structure and of the stipulated process for revision of the EU’s 

foundational treaties. In the following I shall provide a brief overview of previous treaty revisions, 

and I will then introduce the EU institutions and the formal procedures of European reform. 

European treaty revisions are usually linked to institutional reform; they aim at 

changing the mode of decision-making within the different European institutions or altering the 

relationship between these institutions, between the member states, or between the member states 

and the EU institutions. Such shifts in the institutional balance and the procedures for decision-

making were the main results of the Treaties of Amsterdam and Nice (McCormick, 2002, p. 79 and 

p. 82). But the reforms may also focus on endowing the European institutions with new authority. 

This was the case with the creation of the biggest single market in the world through the Single 

European Act from 1986, and with the Maastricht Treaty’s establishment of the European Union in 

1992 (McCormick, 2002, p. 75 and p. 78). In both these cases the Community – and the Union in 

the latter case – were granted powers to make decisions and take actions that had previously rested 

exclusively with the individual member states. Or, to use the jargon employed within the EU 

institutions, European co-operation passed from the intergovernmental to the supranational mode, 

                                                        
2 It should be noted that the most recent round of enlargement, which was concluded on the 1st of May 2004 when ten 
new members entered the Union, has been a very important parallel to the process of treaty revision. I only deal with 
enlargement as it was presented by the participants in the debate on the future of Europe and do not discuss the 
enlargement process in its own right. 
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meaning that a transfer of sovereignty had occurred and that the individual member states were no 

longer able to veto decisions in the affected policy areas (McCormick, 2002, pp. 5-6).    

 The more recent treaty revisions have been sparked by the belief – widely held in both 

academic and political circles – that the EU institutions, which were conceived for the Community 

with its six original member, are not optimal for the Union of 15 and will be paralysed by further 

enlargement. The trouble is that the existing methods for decision-making become increasingly 

complex and opaque as the Union enlarges and that reaching agreement becomes correspondingly 

more difficult (Wallace, 1993).  

The EU institutions have been modified over the years, and new bodies have been 

added, but the basic structure has not changed since the community’s inception. At present the EU’s 

institutional framework consists of five primary entities3: first, there is the Council of Ministers 

which is in fact a number of technical councils divided according to policy areas. Here the member 

states’ ministers (say, finance or fisheries, environment or education) meet to make the final 

decisions on policies proposed in their respective areas of competence. Second, the European 

Council consists of the member states’ heads of government, the foreign ministers, and the 

president and vice-president of the Commission. The European Council is an intergovernmental 

institution in which the leaders of the member states meet as masters of the treaties and discuss 

general issues of the EU’s current agenda and further developments. Third, the Commission, 

consisting of nationally appointed, but supranationally charged Commissioners, is the guardian of 

the treaties and promoter of common European interests. Fourth, the European Parliament (EP) is 

the EU’s directly elected legislative assembly, but the European electorate is divided into national 

entities and the EP has limited functions and powers. EU laws and policies are passed by these four 

institutions in combination, the European Council only stepping in when the normal decision-

making process, which involves the three other institutions, has become deadlocked. The fifth and 

final general institution is the Court of Justice, whose role is to clarify the decisions reached by the 

other institutions through rulings in specific cases.  

The EU institutions are perched against each other in a precarious power-balance, and 

this rather complex decision-making procedure has become even more difficult to understand and to 

operate with the introduction of the so-called pillar system that divides European policy-making 

                                                        
3 There are a number of more specialised institutions such as the European Central Bank or the Court of Auditors. 
Furthermore, there are various agencies divided into policy areas (e.g. the European Environmental Agency) and a 
number of committees of which the most important is the Committee of Permanent Representatives that acts as a link 
between the Brussels-based institutions and the member states. Most member states also have national institutions – in 
some cases ministries – devoted to the scrutiny of and participation in European affairs. 
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into three groups with different modes of operation.4 Further complications arise from the fact that 

each new treaty has not replaced the already existing foundational texts. Instead the treaties have 

been placed alongside each other so that eight compilations of primary rules are now in function. 

These eight treaties lay out a number of specific modes of decision-making, wherefore the EU’s 

secondary rules or day-to-day decisions may take different forms ranging from law-like regulations 

to opinions with no binding force. The total of primary and secondary laws and policies as well as 

the rulings of the European Court of Justice is known as the acquis communitaire, and it is 

generally agreed that it now surmounts 80,000 pages. Understanding the exact procedures and the 

specific variations is not central to the present project, and knowledge of the totality of the acquis is 

of even less relevance.5 What is important, however, is to note that as masters of the treaties the 

national heads of state and government meeting in the European Council have the sole authority to 

make treaty revisions.  

Treaty revisions are prepared by so-called Intergovernmental Conferences (IGCs) that 

are convened at the behest of the European Council supported by the Commission and the EP. The 

final agreement on a new treaty must be reached at a Conference of Representatives of the 

Governments of the Member States held in connection with a European Council summit, but 

intense preparations led by the country currently holding the rotating Council presidency6 precede 

the decisive meeting. In advance of the summit the presidency attempts to create a draft treaty to 

which all member states can agree, but the final details of the new treaty are traditionally settled in 

an ordeal of give and take as each of the national leaders defends his or her country’s interests. 

These last-minute bargains may have decisive effects on the resulting treaty, as they concern highly 

contested issues that are of great importance to some or all of the member states. More than once 

the leaders have been forced to postpone decisions on the most divisive issues in order to reach a 

                                                        
4 Or put more precisely, the first pillar works through the community method – the combination of intergovernmental 
and supranational elements that is peculiar to European decision-making – whereas the second (common foreign and 
security policy) and third (justice and home affairs) pillars are purely intergovernmental. 
5 But see the EU’s official internet portal (www.europa.eu.int) and McCormick (2002), the sources on which the 
preceding account primarily relies, for more detailed explanations. As for the acquis, it is doubtful whether anyone 
would even attempt to gain insight into the full extent of it.  
6 The member states take turns at holding the Council presidency. Each presidency lasts six months during which period 
the presiding country is largely responsible for setting the EU’s agenda and is responsible for preparing and chairing the 
Council of Ministers’ meetings as well as the European Council summits. The presiding country mediates between the 
member states and between the member states and the EU institutions, and it represents the EU in matters of foreign 
policy.   
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decision at all. The creation of such ‘leftovers’ – infamously begun at Amsterdam7 – and the 

necessity to deal with them as part of the preparations for the most recent round of enlargement 

partially explain the relatively frequent treaty revisions of later years. The development towards 

more and more frequent revisions seemingly culminated with the agreement on the Nice Treaty, 

which was only reached on the provision that a new reform process was immediately begun.8  

 

2.2. Existing studies of European public debate  

With the account of the formal provisions for and the dominant practices of treaty revisions the 

necessary background information on the EU and its workings has been provided. I now turn to the 

presentation of a background of a different type, namely, the already existing academic studies of 

debate in and about the EU.  

Research of this type usually focuses on the issue of public opinion formation, or 

more specifically, on public opinion, the public sphere, and public opinion formation. A slightly 

different angle is, however, provided by Philip Schlesinger, who emphasises the importance of the 

EU’s cultural and media policies and focuses on the relationship between the contents of these 

policies and citizens’ feelings of allegiance and belonging (see Schlesinger, 1987 and 1991). 

Moreover, Christoph Meyer has, in a study of the EU’s communication deficit (Meyer, 1999), 

investigated the role of the European institutions in creating this deficit and their chance of 

ameliorating it, a concern that is also at the core of Schlesinger’s discussion of EU policy and 

practice. Both Schlesinger and Meyer have much in common with scholars, who focus on the public 

opinion formation; most significantly, they share an interest in the relationship between collective 

identity and public communication. Yet there is an important difference between Schlesinger and 

Meyer’s approaches and most other studies of public opinion formation. Other studies focus on 

public communication in a broad sense and understand mass mediated public opinion formation as 

existing beyond the grasp of policy makers, be they national or European. Schlesinger and Meyer, 

in the studies cited here, emphasise the possibility of changing existing communication patterns 

                                                        
7 At Amsterdam the leaders failed to reach decisions on three issues: the size and composition of the Commission, the 
weighting of each member state’s vote in the Council, and the areas in which the Council was to take decision by 
qualified majority voting rather than by consensus. There is general agreement on the presentation of these issues in the 
literature, but see for instance Yataganas (2001) for a thorough review of each of them and an account of the attempt to 
deal with them that led to the creation of the Treaty of Nice. Of particular interest is the fact that all three issues remain 
troublesome – perhaps have become even more problematic – even after an entire IGC has been devoted to their 
resolution. 
8 The “Declaration on the future of the Union,” the statement initiating a new round of revisions that was appended to 
the Treaty, is central to the debate on the future of Europe, and it forms part of the textual material that will be analysed 
in the following. 
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through policy.9 In the following I focus on studies of public communication in the general sense as 

these are closer related to the investigation I will be conducting than are the studies of the EU’s 

media and communication policies. 

Studies of public opinion are dominated by quantitative analyses of data collected in 

the Eurobarometer10 and other extensive surveys. The quantitative studies of public opinion seek 

correlations between peoples’ views and background variables such as nationality, age, gender, and 

education, but they do not study the processes by which the different groups come to hold their 

opinions. Illuminating as they may be (for a particularly interesting example see Niedermayer and 

Sinnott (eds.), 1995), quantitative studies of public opinion have research agendas that are very 

different from the purpose of the present project. Quantitative studies see public opinion as an 

already existing entity that is to be discovered; I see public opinion as the always momentary result 

of continuous processes of public opinion formation and seek to explain how these processes work. 

Hence, I shall not consider the studies of public opinion further, but instead turn my attention to 

research that shares my emphasis on the dynamic processes of public opinion formation.  

The questions of whether a European public sphere exists, has ever existed or is likely 

to come into existence have received a great deal of attention recently. The reason for the upsurge 

of interest in this matter is that a European public sphere is deemed to be necessary for the 

enhancement of the EU’s democratic legitimacy. The issue of the existence of a European public 

sphere is studied in a variety of different ways. One starting point is the theoretical and/or 

normative enumeration and explanation of conditions that are necessary for a public sphere to arise. 

Following Jürgen Habermas’ path-breaking study of the bourgeois public sphere (Habermas, 1989) 

such conditions may be established generally or they may be studied in their European specificity. 

Studies of the conditions that enable a specifically European public sphere take two different 

directions. The investigations are either historical as exemplified by Hartmut Kaelble’s (2002) 

review of the features that have enabled European-wide public debate at different moments in time. 

Or they turn to investigating how the specific values and tasks of the EU could be expressed in 

public communication, as in Damian Chalmers’ and Carlos Closa’s studies of the potentials of 

European deliberative governance (Chalmers, 2003) and European citizenship (Closa, 2001). 

Empirical investigations of the European public sphere’s possible existence are  

                                                        
9 It should be noted that Schlesinger has also done research that fuses the study of EU policy with broader investigations 
of the European public sphere (Schlesinger, 1999; Schlesinger & Kevin, 2000). 
10 The Eurobarometer is the EU’s official opinion poll; for further information, see its website: 
www.europa.eu.int/comm/public_opinion.  
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complicated somewhat by the unsettled issue of what features constitute that public sphere, but a 

number of researchers have found ways around these complications. Empirical investigations are 

usually facilitated through a simplification of the matters at hand; the empirically inclined 

researcher looks for actual evidence of European-wide public discussions or of public discussions 

of European matters rather than for indications that the general conditions of the public sphere are 

fulfilled. The Europeanisation of public communication, for which the empirical studies seek 

evidence, may be understood in a strong and a weaker sense. In the strong sense, a transnational and 

independent European public sphere is created. In the weak sense, existing national public spheres 

focus increasingly on European issues and do so in a manner consistent with the discussion of the 

same matters conducted in other national fora (Koopmans, Neidhardt & Pfetsch, 2000, pp. 2-3).  

Recognising that the strong form of Europeanisation is highly demanding and quite 

unlikely to arise, given that most means of public communication remain nationally bound, 

empirical studies usually focus on the Europeanisation of national public spheres and are often 

comparative. They investigate the media landscapes of various European countries and assess their 

differences and similarities using both quantitative and qualitative methods. Quantitatively, one 

may count how often European issues are mentioned in the media and compare these numbers with 

the coverage of national, regional, and local issues. Such quantitative studies tend to result in a 

negative evaluation of the European public sphere, since European issues are consistently shown to 

hold low salience (Gerhards, 2000, Porta (ed.), 2003). Interestingly, qualitative studies usually reach 

the opposite conclusion, since investigations of how European issues are reported in national media 

show that the same meaning structures are used in different national contexts (Eder & Kantner, 

2000, Trenz, 2000, Risse & Maier (eds.), 2003).  

The combined results of the quantitative and qualitative empirical investigations of the 

European public sphere are that European issues generally receive less attention than national and 

local subjects, but when the national media do report on European matters they all do so in more or 

less the same manner. The conclusion is that we are witnessing the emergence of not one, but a 

plurality of European public spheres. There is no overarching and coherent European 

communicative network, but the general national spheres converge when European issues are given 

attention, and the emergence of issue-specific and specialised public spheres that cut across national 

publics is a developing trend to be noted. The conclusions of empirical studies are sometimes united 

with the theoretically established prerequisites for the existence of a European public sphere leading 

to the creation of empirically sensitive general requirements. Three such requirements stand out: a 
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high degree of salience of European issues, similar meaning structures across national public 

spheres, and mutual awareness that the issues being discussed in one sphere are also on the agenda 

elsewhere (Risse & Van de Steeg, 2003, p. 16).  

Studies of emergent European public spheres go deeper into the actual debate than do 

the purely quantitative surveys of public opinion. Yet even the most qualitatively oriented studies of 

the meaning structures used in national representations of EU issues emphasise general tendencies 

at the expense of detailed analyses of individual utterances. Such close textual analysis is only 

found in research that focuses on the processes of opinion formation about European matters. This 

type of research typically deals with discussions of a specific issue, concentrates on the debate in 

one or a few countries, and analyses a limited number of texts. One important group of studies aims 

at locating expressions of national identity in the texts under study, sometimes focusing on one 

nationality, sometimes including a comparative aspect (research of this type abounds; representative 

examples include Anderson & Weymouth, 1999, Marcussen et al., 1999, Risse et al., 1999, Wodak 

et al., 1999, and Le, 2002). Another group of studies concentrates the investigation at the 

supranational level and seeks to identify a particularly European mode of opinion formation (this 

approach is less common, but perhaps gaining influence; see Abèlé, 2000, Hellström, 2002, and 

Herrmann, Risse & Brewer (eds.), 2004 for examples of this type of work). There are, however, 

significant overlaps between these two groups of research, as it appears that Europe has become an 

important element in the construction of distinct national identities and that national variation 

remains intrinsic to the articulation of European opinions. Processes of national and European 

opinion and identity formation are deeply interwoven and studies of these processes must take 

account of their mutual interdependence (Risse, 2001).  

 

2.2.1. Demarcation from (social) constructionism and (critical) discourse analysis 

The investigation of the debate on the future of Europe that I shall conduct in the following seeks to 

balance the European and the national perspectives and has much in common with the in-depth 

investigations of European public opinion formation mentioned above. Like the authors of these 

studies I seek detailed explanations of how public opinions are created in particular circumstances 

and through specific utterances. Furthermore, we share a basic interest in the relationship between 

public opinion formation and the creation of collective identities. However, all of the mentioned 

studies explicitly position themselves as constructionist and/or discourse analytical, two interrelated 

approaches to which my own perspective is closely connected, but from which I also wish to 



  2. European debate and the study thereof 

 19

distinguish myself. The relationship between my analytical endeavour and the aims of the 

constructionist and discourse analytical investigations of European meaning formation can best be 

illustrated through a consideration of Gilbert Weiss’ study of “speculative talk on Europe” (Weiss, 

2002).  

Weiss’ article is probably the published piece of research that my project resembles 

the most both in terms of the studied material and the objectives of the study. Weiss investigates 

French and German political speeches as a means of casting light on the questions of the identity 

and legitimacy of Europe. He explores the speeches along a space-time and an idea-organisation 

axis concluding that French speakers primarily establish Europe in temporal and ideational terms 

whereas Germans conceive it as a spatial and organisational entity. Weiss seeks to locate the 

dominant strategies of meaning formation of the texts under study and to explain how these 

strategies are employed in the conception of a European political society. These are also central 

concerns of the investigation I undertake, and in this sense my study can be viewed as an extension 

of Weiss’ that includes a larger number of national contexts as well as more texts of various genres. 

However, I do not only aim at extending the existing study, but also to deepen its conclusions.  

I believe that the choice of a rhetorical rather than a discourse analytical approach 

allows me to reach a more thorough and detailed explanation of the processes of meaning formation 

than Weiss provides. While Weiss’ goal is to locate discursive patterns and establish separate 

German and French types of discourse, my main interest is not to set up general categories. Instead 

I aim at explaining each utterance both as an articulation of meaning in its own right and as a 

contribution to the European debate. Where Weiss mainly seeks to compartmentalise the speeches 

he studies, my predominant aim is to provide insight into the complex interrelationships between 

them. Where Weiss seeks differences and order, I look for interdependence and nuances.  

These diverging objectives are not caused by a simple difference in analytical 

emphasis, but rather are consequences of the overall assumptions that condition our respective 

approaches: where Weiss understands meaning formation as a construction, I prefer to perceive it as 

a constitutive process. In the following, I shall first discuss the limitations of social constructionism 

and discourse analysis, and then I shall introduce the constitutionist alternative that I advocate. A 

more detailed explanation of the constitutionist approach and its analytical consequences will be 

offered as I turn to the presentation of the theoretical framework and rhetorical perspective that 

sustains and guides my investigations. 
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Both (social) constructionism11 and discourse analysis are broad terms with a variety 

of different interpretations and uses. Generally speaking, social constructionism presents an 

alternative to the positivist theory of knowledge with its ideal of scientific objectivity (Gergen, 

2001, p. 7). The common starting point for constructionists of all hues is the notion that our 

understanding of the world cannot be separated from the contexts and processes in and through 

which we perceive it. Or, to paraphrase the title of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s 

groundbreaking work, reality is socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Constructionists 

take for granted that the human understanding of the world is never given and focus attention on the 

process of its construction, but it remains a matter of dispute what consequences this common 

starting point and emphasis should have for research. Discourse analysis offers one prominent 

answer to the latter question, holding that common understandings and general opinions of a group 

or society are the results of discursive interactions within that society and may be studied and 

explained as such (see e.g. van Dijk (ed.), 1997). Thus, one can be a constructionist without being a 

discourse analyst, but the reverse is highly unlikely.12    

The social constructionists’ common focus on how the human conception of reality is 

formed has led critics of the approach to charge it with idealism and relativism (Parker, 1998, pp. 1-

2). As regards the first charge, indeed some (extravagantly radical) members of the constructionist 

field may deny the independent existence of reality, although it is not at all clear what such denial 

entails.13 However, it is much more common for constructionists to distinguish between social and 

physical reality. The existence of physical reality (bodily illnesses for instance) is not questioned, 

but the human perception of it is (the feeling ‘ill’ and the processes by which a certain disease, its 

                                                        
11 The term constructivism is also found in the literature, but constructionism is often preferred in order to indicate a 
difference from the constructivist approaches to cognitive processes as forwarded by the likes of Vygotski and Piaget 
(Burr, 1995, p. 2). However, the two positions remain closely related and share the fundamental presupposition that 
social relations influence the individual’s understanding and knowledge of the world in which he or she lives (Gergen, 
2001, pp. 123-124).   
12 The field of discourse analysis is, however, so broad and the use of the term so varied that it is not impossible that 
there is someone out there claiming to do discourse analysis from an objectivist position. Nevertheless, I would argue 
that any non-constructionist use of the discourse analytical label would be hard pressed to justify itself. Moreover, I am 
not aware of any scholarship that defends such usage, at least not when by ‘discourse analysis’ one means the study of 
phenomena existing above the level of the individual text.   
13 The most radical constructionist positions are often associated with postmodernist thinkers such as Jean Baudrillard. 
To my mind, however, the Baudrillardian claim that everything is a simulacrum is as staunch a truth claim as is the 
opposite assertion that everything is real (Best & Kellner, 1991, p. 139). That is, taken to its extreme the constructionist 
position becomes the evil twin of positivism, not a viable alternative to it.   
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cause, and cure are discovered).14 Furthermore, some phenomena belong exclusively to the realm of 

social reality (the broad categories of cultural practices and political institutions spring to mind), 

and although they do have physical manifestations (museums and parliaments, say) they can be 

studied as social constructs without remainder. In this sense, social phenomena gain their very 

reality precisely because they are constructed, and even when there is a ‘material base’ to the 

processes of social construction, the study of these processes is valid and worthwhile in its own 

right. The charge of idealism, then, can be overcome by pointing out that social construction is a 

very real and very central element of the human world.  

The charge of relativism, as I see it, is potentially more damaging to the 

constructionist position. Constructionists contend, and rightly so, that such phenomena as social 

norms and political practices are conditioned by the circumstances in which they arise, take on 

various shapes in different contexts, and can be altered within the specific contexts in which they 

arise. However, the sensitivity to the dynamic and contextual character of (social) knowledge may 

lead to either a naive cherishing of all norms and practices as being right and good in their proper 

contexts or a constant suspicion that no society is ever good enough.  

Multiculturalism, a popular approach to intercultural encounters in the face of the 

plurality of norms and values, provides an apt example of the first constructionist option and its 

limitations.15 Zygmunt Bauman presents the problem pointedly:  

…the invocation of ‘multiculturalism’ when made by the learned classes […] means: 
Sorry, we cannot bail you out of the mess you are in. Yes, there is confusion about 
values, about the meaning of ‘being human’, about the right ways of living together; but 
it is up to you to sort it out in your own fashion and bear the consequences in the event 
that you are not happy with the results. Yes, there is a cacophony of voices and no tune 
is likely to be sung in unison, but do not worry: no tune is necessarily better than the 
next, and if it were there wouldn’t at any rate be a way of knowing it (Bauman, 2001, p. 
124). 
 

Thus, the constructionist position may lead to a relativistic disengagement based on the claim that 

no one is able to understand norms and practices that originate in contexts other than their own. The 

idea is that even though a certain practice may look utterly despicable from my place of perception, 

it may be perfectly acceptable in someone else’s context, and I am in no position to know. This sort 

of relativism not only disallows engagement and learning between differently situated individuals, 

                                                        
14 To illustrate this point further it may be noted that the great majority of constructionists would concede that the earth 
has a certain shape independently of the form we attribute to it, but they do not think it possible to determine that shape 
independently of the processes of determination. Opining that the resulting beliefs all too often obliterate the processes 
by which they come about, constructionist researchers seek to draw attention to and explain these processes as such.  
15 For a more thorough presentation and critique of multiculturalism see Just (forthcoming).  
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but also has the slightly ironic twist of making each position anything but relative to its occupants. 

If I am not able to come to an understanding of any other positions than my own, how am I to learn 

that some of my current practices and beliefs may be less than perfect, and how am I going to be 

able to change them? If learning from others is not possible how can one learn at all?  

 The second possible constructionist take on relativism seeks to avoid the weaknesses 

of the first by focusing on the shortcomings of existing situations and emphasising how things could 

be different. Many modes of discourse analysis and particularly the influential approach known as 

critical discourse analysis (CDA) exemplify this suspicious constructionism. CDA takes its starting 

point from the insight that “…discourse is socially constitutive as well as socially shaped: it 

constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, and the social identities of and relationships between 

people and groups of people” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, p. 258). In studying the relationship 

between discursive action and social structures (Wodak et al., 1999, p. 9), CDA tends to focus on 

the dark side of discourse. The purpose is to highlight discursive features that usually pass 

unnoticed but contribute significantly to the creation of social reality.  

A specific emphasis is placed on the power relations embedded in predominant and 

commonly accepted discourses: discriminations that generally shared presuppositions uphold, 

discursive patterns and standard expressions that favour certain groups or obliterate possible 

alternative positions (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999, pp. 4-6). Thus, CDA operates on the 

suspicion that something is always rotten; for instance, New Labour’s talk of reforming the welfare 

system and enhancing social inclusion by creating more job opportunities is revealed to be nothing 

but a new form of exclusion and oppression (Fairclough, 2000). The aim of CDA, most 

unambiguously in Norman Fairclough’s version of it, is to explain the relationship between 

discursive and social practices in order to allow people to change their discursive practices in 

directions that will emancipate them socially (Fairclough, 1992, esp. chap. 7).  

CDA seeks to avoid the constructionist trap of relativism by focusing on the 

relationship between discourse and society and emphasising how discourses may hide or even 

excuse social injustices. Thereby, CDA becomes able to pass critical judgement on current 

situations and to create possibilities for change, but it is my contention that CDA obtains its critical 

privileges at the expense of its fundamental insight about the social constitutiveness of discourse. In 

order to perform its critique CDA must operate with a notion of what is ‘really’ going on behind the 

discourse and grant itself a privileged position; the notion is that ‘these people may think they are 

perfectly happy, but we know better, and their discourse reveals their subjugation.’ But if the 
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contention that social reality is discursively constituted is to be taken seriously, one should also be 

willing to take the full consequences of that claim. There is nothing behind the discursive 

constitution of the social, there is no recourse to a truer understanding of the situation with which 

the predominant discursive constructions can be compared, and there is no way of generating 

change except with the available discursive means. In its attempt to avoid the charges of relativity 

and to endow its normative position with critical bite, CDA tends to disregard the theoretical 

foundation in the constitutive nature of discourse that in my opinion is its greatest asset. 

I believe that the relativist weaknesses of the constructionist stance can be avoided 

without hampering the basic insight that human understanding is a contextually bound social and 

communicative process from which there is no escape. We are beings of space and time; always 

facing each other and the world in the concrete here and now, but while the context limits our 

actions it is also what enables us to act. Without limitations there would be no possibilities; human 

action is facilitated by the prior existence of structures and frameworks, norms and expectations that 

give us guidance on what to do and how to do it. On the one hand, it is only by means of our 

preceding understanding that we can make sense of the specific situations in which action must be 

taken, but rendering a situation meaningful is, on the other hand, a truly creative act from which 

new opportunities may spring. Social realities are continually constituted by the sense people make 

of them, and the processes of meaning formation are in turn constituted by structures and 

expectations that exist prior to the specific interaction. Social constitution contains its own dynamic 

whereby change becomes possible as a consequence of existing understandings. Our situatedness is 

what allows us to move beyond existing horizons.  

The reflection on the interdependence of limits and possibilities for the creation of 

social reality provides the starting point for an alternative to constructionism that I propose to label 

constitutionism (Just & Noergaard, 2004). This term has a decidedly Habermasian flavour; 

acknowledging his debt to Kant, Jürgen Habermas defines constitutionism as the primordial 

entwinement of knowledge, thought, and reality. Says Habermas: “[the human race is] a species that 

reproduces itself under cultural conditions, that is that constitutes itself in a self-formative process” 

(Habermas, 1972, p. 195). The shift from constructionism to Habermasian constitutionism is also a 

move from the language of discourse analysis to that of discourse ethics with its emphasis on  
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communicative action and intersubjective understanding.16 The constitutionist position is based on 

the claim that the world and our being in it only become meaningful through processes of 

communicative interaction. Furthermore, constitutionism focuses on the continual production and 

reproduction of meaning based on guidelines and norms that exist prior to any given interaction, but 

are only articulated in concrete communications.  

Continual meaning formation is the process that constitutes our social reality; such 

meaning formation is, of course, connected to phenomena that are not purely communicative, but 

these phenomena only become meaningful through communicative interaction. The focus of 

attention for research that adheres to the constitutionist approach is the question of how meaning is 

constituted in and through communication. Emphasis is placed on specific utterances and their 

relationship with other utterances, on the constitution of common understandings in communicative 

networks, rather than on the relationship between discursive and extradiscursive phenomena. By 

focusing on communicative norms and expectations and the creative use of these to form new 

meanings in specific situations the constitutionist researcher seeks to explain how the contexts in 

which we interact and the meanings we create are stabilised yet remain changeable.  

The constitutionist perspective, as I intend to employ it and shall present it in the 

following chapter, concentrates on the things it explains best, namely, how meaning is constituted 

communicatively. I believe that the theoretical position of constitutionism is best substantiated and 

operationalised in and through the rhetorical approach to meaning formation. The constitutionist 

framework as expressed in rhetorical criticism demarcates the present project from constructionist 

discourse analyses. While the theoretical implications are deep, the practical consequences of this 

demarcation are of nuance and explanatory emphasis rather than of kind. My investigation remains 

closely associated with the constructionist and discourse analytical research on European public 

debate and greatly indebted to its findings.  

Having presented the backdrop of my study both in terms of general information 

about the EU and in terms of existing research on European debate, I turn to the task of detailing the 

theoretical framework within which I will conduct the investigation of the debate on the future of 

Europe. Through the presentation of the rhetorical perspective I shall seek to substantiate the claims 

abut the advantages of constitutionism, and having dealt with this basic issue I shall turn to a 

                                                        
16 See for instance Habermas (1997a) for a good introduction of discourse ethics and Habermas (1984 and 1987) for a 
full presentation of the theory of communicative action. In the following I will have much more to say about Habermas’ 
view of the interrelationship between communication and the constitution of society, but it should already now be noted 
that Habermas sees an intimate connection between legal constitutional frameworks and social constitutive processes 
(Habermas, 1996, p. 299).  
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consideration of legitimacy, identity and public opinion, the more specific theoretical concepts by 

which this study is informed. 
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3.  

Theoretical framework 
 

 

his chapter begins with an introduction of the rhetorical perspective. Then, I shall consider 

the relationship between the rhetorical and other disciplinary approaches. Finally, the chapter 

contains a presentation of the social scientific concepts of legitimacy, identity and public opinion. 

These three concepts will be examined both with regard to their particular relevance for the 

empirical study of the EU and their theoretical relationship with the field of rhetoric. A 

consideration of the concrete procedures for selecting and investigating the empirical data will 

precede the actual analyses, but will not figure in the more general theoretical discussions that are 

the focus at present.  

In its entirety my approach to the study of the debate on the future of Europe may be 

unfolded as shown in figure 1. The present chapter discusses the rhetorical perspective and the 

incorporation of the social scientific concepts into that perspective, whereas the introduction of the 

specific analytical tools will await their implementation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: The approach unfolded 
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The rhetorical 
 perspective: 
Meaning making as  
rhetorical action 

Theoretical concepts:
- Public opinion (formation) 
- Legitimacy/legitimation 
- Identity/identification 

Analytical tools:
- Trajectory-turning point 
- Textual-intertextual analysis 
- Personae 
- Agency 
- Topos 
- Kairos 
- Chronotope 
- Telos Criteria for selecting 

the textual material: 
- quantity, representability  
- quality, significance 
- necessity  
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3.1. The rhetorical perspective 

The study that I shall undertake has a significant interdisciplinary inclination, but its basic 

orientation is rhetorical. The overriding purpose of the investigation of the debate on the future of 

Europe is to explain how meaning is created in the interrelationships between various utterances 

and their contexts of articulation. In so far as social scientific concepts are brought into the analysis, 

they are auxiliary to the rhetorical task of explaining the communicative formation of meaning. The 

rhetorical perspective not only directs the attention of the investigation, but also expresses the 

constitutionist understanding of social reality that I advocate. An exploration of the rhetorical theory 

of how meaning is constituted therefore precedes the presentation of the social scientific concepts. 

In the following, I shall take my starting point from the classical division of rhetoric into a practical 

and a theoretical dimension, and I shall then argue that an inherently rhetorical mode of analysis 

should be added to the two classical dimensions. The goal of the ensuing discussion is to establish a 

general perspective from which rhetorical acts may be studied as being constitutive of meaning. 

 

3.1.1. Rhetoric is meaningful – meaning is rhetorical 

Rhetoric, some argue, is the practical art of persuasion, and should be distinguished from the 

hermeneutic endeavour of interpreting meaning (Gaonkar, 1997). This argument appears to find 

support in the Aristotelian definition of rhetoric as “an ability, in each [particular] case, to see the 

available means of persuasion” (Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1355b). Aristotle recognises that rhetoric 

cannot be defined by its subject matter (Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1355b and 1359b), but he also asserts 

that the rhetorical activity is productive of a specific kind of knowledge and thereby creates 

boundaries that are perhaps not very clearly defined but still limit the range of rhetoric. Rhetoric is 

not defined by the specific topics with which rhetors deal, but by the things that the speakers do to 

and with these topics, by the nature of the rhetorical endeavour. To Aristotle, rhetoric is an ability 

that has to do with doxae – the probabilities that are the means and ends of arguments conducted in 

circumstances of contingency (Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1357a). The rhetor argues the plausibility of his 

or her claims to knowledge and advocates the desirability of his or her preferred courses of action; 

the aim is to win the argument here and now, but the truth and rightness of a claim is only 

established until further notice. Rhetoric is, on the one hand, the specific acts of persuasion, on the 

other hand, a set of normative guidelines concerning the rhetorical practice.   

In the Aristotelian conception, the rhetorician is either a practitioner or a teacher, and 

this understanding prevailed in the classical Latin understanding of rhetoric as either rhetorica utens 
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or rhetorica docens (Gaonkar, 1997, p. 27). Given the definition of rhetoric as a practical art 

confined to the domain of doxa, how is the introduction of the third category of rhetorical criticism 

justified? And how may the end of such rhetorical criticism come to be seen as the explanation of 

meaning? 

The basic argument for the suspension of the distinction between the interpretive1 or 

hermeneutic and the practical rhetorical task is one of reciprocity (Black, 1978, p. 10). The 

practitioner’s rhetorical act of formulating and uttering a statement intended to fulfil some function 

in a given social setting calls for the equally rhetorical investigation of how that statement is made 

and what purposes it serves. This argument is based on the close connection between theory and 

practice that has been rhetoric’s hallmark since antiquity, but the emphasis has shifted from 

effectiveness to understanding (Gaonkar, 1997, p. 27).2 The preoccupation with understanding leads 

the critic to investigate how utterances become meaningful for speakers and audiences. However, 

this investigation is still guided by the basic rhetorical question: “…why is the author doing this and 

what is the intended effect on readers?” (Booth, 2001, p. 187).3  

The interpretive turn in rhetorical studies is premised upon a specific understanding of 

meaning according to which the rhetorical practitioner’s formulation of the utterance cannot be 

separated from his or her own interpretation of the world. In their pioneering article on the 

relationship between hermeneutics and rhetoric Michael Hyde and Craig Smith argue that “meaning 

is derived by a human being in and through the interpretive understanding of reality. Rhetoric is the 

process of making-known that meaning” (Hyde & Smith, 1998, p. 66, emphasis removed). Only in 

their articulation do understandings and opinions become truly meaningful. Such an understanding 

of the rhetorical endeavour as an expository process leads to the conclusion that “hermeneutics and 

rhetoric form a symbiotic relationship with each other. The relationship defines the process of 

interpretive understanding and meaning formation that lies at the heart of our temporal existence” 

(Hyde, 2001, p. 336). Or, as Hans-Georg Gadamer, the exponent of modern philosophical 

hermeneutics par excellence, puts it, “the rhetorical and the hermeneutical aspects of human 

                                                        
1 I understand interpretive as a technical term designating the practice of studying and explaining the meaning formation 
of texts (for an introduction to this usage see for instance Gross & Keith, 1997, p. 11). 
2 Gaonkar is himself sceptical of the interpretive turn, but that does not make his presentation of it any less illuminating.  
3 Such a definition of the rhetorical critical task, of course, begs the question of how we gain access to the speaker’s 
intentions. As will be seen shortly I advocate the study of rhetorical action in its pure textuality as a way of side-
stepping this difficult issue. The leading analytical question, then, becomes not what the author meant to say, but what 
meanings are articulated in the text.  
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linguisticality interpenetrate each other at every point” (Gadamer, 1985, p. 280).4 The individual’s 

understanding of the world and his or her expression of it are intimately connected, and the creation 

of meaning can thus be understood as an inherently rhetorical process. 

By pointing out that the rhetorical practice is always already interpretive, Hyde and 

Smith establish the link between rhetoric and meaning. What has happened is that the rhetorical 

intention of persuading a particular audience of some specific point has been equated with the more 

general aims of discovering and communicating how one understands a given issue. This equation 

is performed through a reconsideration of what it means to be rhetorical. The redefinition not only 

marks a turn to interpretation in rhetorical studies, but also a move away from the instrumental 

understanding of rhetoric that is often implied in the singular focus on how the rhetor’s persuasive 

endeavour becomes most effective. In this movement the scope of the rhetorical is broadened 

considerably; the term is no longer used as a label for a certain category of utterances, but is instead 

regarded as a constitutive element of all communication. Rhetoric, as Kenneth Burke famously puts 

it, “…is rooted in an essential function of language itself […]; the use of language as a symbolic 

means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols” (Burke, 1969, p. 43, 

emphasis removed).  

The language-functional understanding of rhetoric provides the basis for viewing 

rhetoric as meaningful, but in order for the connection between rhetoric and interpretation to be 

fully established, the rhetoricity of meaning must also be recognised; a definition of meaning as a 

communicative and dynamic process must be substantiated. Although it cannot be denied that 

words have some degree of stable intentional and conventional meaning, there is an equally 

undeniable actional or communicative dimension of meaning formation. Words only become fully 

meaningful when used in utterances whose meanings, in turn, are never simply the sum of the 

employed units. Meaning is use, as Wittgenstein would have it (Wittgenstein, 2001, § 43), and only 

emerges in the act of usage. When the dynamic, communicative dimension of meaning is 

highlighted, it becomes possible to see meaning formation as being subject to the urgency and 

contingency that is characteristic of the rhetorical endeavour (Farrell & Frentz, 1979). Meaningful 

expressions are only created through adaptation of the articulations to the specific situations in 

which they are made. Hence, the articulation of meaning becomes a rhetorical act, the result of the 

meeting between a certain speaker and a particular audience, expressed in a specific way and  

                                                        
4 This understanding is echoed in the Danish rhetorical scholar Jørgen Fafner’s dictum that rhetoric and hermeneutics 
are connected like Siamese twins (Fafner, 1997, p. 15).  
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influenced by various factors of the given situation and the broader societal context. The speaker’s 

interpretive skills are prerequisite to his or her rhetorical act, and the audience’s rhetorical 

capabilities are in turn inherent to the interpretation of the utterance; meaning is constituted in this 

dual rhetorical-hermeneutical process.  

The interdependency of speaking and interpreting forms the basis of the constitutionist 

approach to meaning formation. In the constitutionist view social knowledge arises in situations that 

are always already constrained by prior knowledge and expectations as well as other contextual 

factors. While the constraints limit the range of possibilities available to the actors, these very limits 

are also what facilitates choice and as such makes action possible. When given a constitutionist 

foundation rhetoric is inherently interpretive, and the aim of rhetorical criticism is to understand the 

communicative constitution of meaning on its own terms. 

 

3.1.2. Bringing Aristotle back in 

Having established the interdependencies of rhetoric and meaning and rhetoric and hermeneutics we 

are drawing nearer to the question of how the rhetorical analysis should be conducted. However, 

one issue remains open: does the interpretive turn in rhetoric imply that we should give up the 

classical foundations of the discipline? Is the possibility of rhetorical interpretation bought at the 

price of the classical concepts? Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar (1997) argues that the classical 

concepts with their explicit practical and pedagogical aims are too thin for analytical purposes. 

However, I believe that the classical roots of rhetoric should be preserved, not only as part of the 

discipline’s foundational myth, but as central and useful elements of present-day rhetorical studies. 

The classical rhetorical scholars both offer theoretical underpinnings for the discipline on which the 

analytical practice may be based, and they present a number of concepts that may easily and with 

great advantage be adapted for analytical purposes.  

Certainly, the interpretive use of the classical theories of rhetoric involves some 

adaptation, but the exercise of reconsidering the practical art of rhetoric from the constitutionist 

position is well worth the while, as I hope to illustrate with the following reinterpretation of 

Aristotle’s rhetoric. The reading to follow is greatly indebted to the Spanish-Swedish rhetorical 

scholar José Luis Ramírez, who has developed a humanistic theory of action in which the 

understanding of rhetorical utterances as creative acts that are constitutive of meaning forms the 

cornerstone. To me, Ramírez’ theoretical endeavour is especially appealing because it does not 

depart from Aristotle’s conceptions, but instead arrives at the constitutionist perspective through a 
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careful repositioning of rhetoric within the framework of Aristotle’s general theory of knowledge 

formation.  

Ramírez’ basic contention is that the articulation of meaning is a rhetorical praxis, that 

meaning is created in and through its specific formulation under particular circumstances. This 

claim is grounded in a re-examination of Aristotle’s understanding of knowledge. In the Aristotelian 

knowledge scheme there are two basic kinds of knowledge: episteme is the theoretical and certain 

type of knowledge that is the object of the natural sciences, and doxa is the practical kind produced 

in the multiple settings of social life. As mentioned earlier, Aristotle thinks rhetoric is productive of 

the second type of knowledge. Ramírez makes no attempt to counter this view and concentrates his 

investigation at the level of socially contingent knowledge formation. This level of knowledge is 

again divided into a productive (poíesis) and a practical (praxis) way of knowing and acting. The 

purpose (telos) of the former mode of knowing is the realisation of something by means of 

something else; the fulfilment of production lies outside the scope of the individual action, and it 

has technical ability (tekhne) as its form of knowledge.5 The latter type is conducted for its own 

sake, and its knowledge form is practical wisdom (phronesis)6 (Ramírez, 1995, p. 8). Whereas 

poíesis is instrumental, the performance of praxis implies the simultaneous realisation of the act and 

its telos, or put differently the act is the purpose. Figure 2 presents an overview of the relationships 

between the ways of knowing and forms of knowledge. 

ACTIVITY     KNOWLEDGE FORM 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Ways of knowing and types of knowledge 

(adapted from Ramírez, 1995, p. 8) 

Aristotle classified rhetorical knowledge and knowledge of rhetoric as tekhne (Conley, 

1990, p. 14), but Ramírez argues that rhetoric also has a dimension of phronesis and thereby of 

                                                        
5 The typical example here is the construction of a material object. When one builds a piece of wooden furniture, for 
instance, the individual acts of sawing, hammering, etc. are all directed at producing the furniture, but the purpose is 
only realised in the finished product that exists independently of the process by which it was created.  
6 Praxis is not as easy to exemplify as poíesis, but think of the declarative performatives of Austin’s famous speech act 
theory (‘I name this ship’), and more specifically think of the illocutionary force of an utterance as opposed to its 
perlocutionary consequences (Austin, 1962). The comparison with speech act theory foreshadows the important point 
that rhetorical acts, according to Ramírez, are simultaneously productive and practical. 
 

Theory      Episteme 
 
 
Poíesis      Tekhne 
 
Praxis      Phronesis 

D
o 
x 
a 



  3. Theoretical framework 

 33

praxis. In so doing Ramírez reforms Aristotle’s notion of rhetoric, but he does so from within the 

broader Aristotelian categorisation of the different forms of knowledge. The connection between 

rhetoric and praxis is established by way of a pragmatic understanding of language according to 

which phronesis is articulated in logos, defined broadly as both thoughts and words. The telos of 

speech is the creation of meaning and as such it is realised in and through the utterance, but the 

rhetorical act also retains the instrumental aspect of expressing its meaning through this or that 

choice of words. As Ramírez puts it, “logos is the creative force, the activity which, in order to 

intervene in the world, must be objectified and reified. Praxis is expressed in poíesis” (Ramírez, 

1995, p. 204, my translation). Meaning is not identical with the words that express it, yet it can 

never arise independently of the words.7  

Having established a link between praxis and poíesis, Ramírez can redefine rhetoric as 

knowledge of “…how the words and the world become meaningful” (Ramírez, 1995, p. 255, my 

translation). In its concrete articulation the rhetorical act unites an ethical dimension with the 

aesthetic endeavour of expressing something by means of something else, and only in this unison 

does meaning arise.8 Or, to put the matter in the simplest possible terms, the specific meaning of an 

utterance is constituted in and through its unique combination of content and form. When 

constructing the particular utterance the speaker chooses from a variety of different styles and 

arguments, and Ramírez sees these topoi – the places from where arguments and expressions are 

obtained – as providing an inventory of possible significances. Meaning, however, is only created 

as the merger of form and content in the particular moment of articulation.9 Thereby, the choice of 

topos is connected with kairos, the opportune moment, and the phronetic rhetorical act, the 

communicative interaction that fulfils its own telos, may be finally defined as the choice of the right 

                                                        
7 The affinity between this position and the starting point of Judith Butler’s study of Excitable Speech is striking. Writes 
Butler: “We do things with language, produce effects with language, and we do things to language, but language is also 
the thing that we do. Language is a name for our doing: both ‘what’ we do (the name for the action that we 
characteristically perform) and that which we effect, the act and its consequences” (Butler, 1997, p. 8). While I agree 
perfectly with the understanding of language Butler advocates here, my analytical focus is different from hers. Butler 
aims at understanding the doing and its effects, whereas I wish to explain the act and its prerequisites. However, even 
these diverging purposes are joined in the common understanding that the explanatory aims are best met in the 
investigation of how acts are performed.  
8 This conception has much in common with the view expressed in Thomas Farrell’s work on the relationship between 
rhetorical theory and social knowledge (Farrell, 1976 and 1993). Farrell’s position is of special interest to the present 
study because it is based on a rereading of both Aristotle’s classical rhetorical theory and Jürgen Habermas’ present-day 
philosophical-sociological conception of society.  
9 To Ramírez, significance is the sense of an expression which can be established independently of the particular 
context in which the expression is employed; meaning, on the contrary, only arises through the dynamic fusion of text 
and context (Ramírez, 1995, p. 222). Others have defined meaning as the stable element and viewed significance as the 
alterable dimension (see Hyde, 2001, p. 333), but I prefer Ramírez’ distinction and shall adhere to it in the following. 
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expression at the right time (Ramírez, 1995, p. 266).10 Thus, a mutually constitutive dynamic of the 

meaning and its articulation is established: the right utterance is that which enacts its telos, but the 

telos only becomes known in and through the utterance. There is no way of knowing which 

meaning is right in advance of its articulation, and no way of evaluating the rightness of the 

meaning independently of the articulation.  

Ramírez’ humanistic theory of action provides the main inspiration for the rhetorical 

perspective that informs this study. The theory, I believe, explains well why the art of persuasion 

should be regarded as an interpretive study of the creation of meaning, and it justifies the 

explanatory potential contained in this view. The reconsideration of Aristotle’s knowledge scheme 

and the redefinition of rhetoric as praxis expressed in poíesis enhance and refine the constitutionist 

position. The communicative creation of meaning may now be understood as both a reproductive 

and a creative process, the use of pre-existing norms and expectations to create new understandings 

and opinions. Moreover, meaning is conditioned by the situation in which it is articulated; it arises 

in the contextually bound meeting between speaker and audience and is thus a thoroughly social 

phenomenon. The ensuing understanding of the rhetorical act makes processes of meaning 

formation available for rhetorical study, and at the same time it points to the character of such 

rhetorical investigations and their results. Commonly acknowledged meanings are the goal of both 

the practical rhetorical act and the analytical rhetorical endeavour. The analyst cannot claim any 

privileged position from which certain knowledge can be announced; instead the rhetorical critic is 

committed to and bound by the acts of meaning formation that he or she seeks to explain. The 

meaning formation of the analyst is hermeneutically aligned with that of the practitioner.  

In adhering to Ramírez’ action-theoretical explanation of the link between rhetorical 

utterances and the creation of meaning, I am also provided with conceptual tools for the analysis of 

rhetorical meaning formation. The introduction of telos, topos, kairos, and the interrelations 

between them as central to the constitution of meaning offers clues as to how the meaning 

formation of rhetorical utterances may be discovered and explained. The three concepts will be 

central to the analysis of the debate on the future of Europe, and they will be discussed further 

before being employed (see chapter 6). However, the time has not yet come to unfold the specific 

analytical practices, as I still need to attend to the question of how the rhetorical perspective relates 

                                                        
10 The mutually constitutive relationship between concrete utterances and general norms that follows from this view is 
consistent with the position expressed in Carolyn R. Miller’s influential work on “genre as social action” (Miller, 1984) 
and her later elaboration on “the cultural basis of genre” (Miller, 1994). Although I shall not pursue the generic 
perspective in the present study, it is evident that the issue of how a certain utterance is shaped in order to express a 
specific meaning is inextricably linked to the expectations of the genre to which that utterance belongs.  
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to other disciplines that are of relevance to the study of the European debate. In the following I shall 

first establish the general interdisciplinary potential of the rhetorical perspective. Then I will discuss 

social scientific and rhetorical conceptualisations of legitimacy, identity and public opinion, the 

three notions that in this study serve as focal points within the overarching rhetorical-constitutionist 

approach to the formation of meaning. 

 

3.2. The interdisciplinary nature of the project 

The EU is a thoroughly researched phenomenon; there are subfields within the disciplines of 

history, law, and political science dealing exclusively with the matter, and sociological and 

anthropological investigations of life in the Union are also becoming more and more frequent. That 

the EU should be of great interest to legal, political, and social scholars11 is hardly surprising: the 

creation of a European polity endowed with a legal framework and a social base constitutes a 

unique opportunity for empirical testing of theoretically conceived hypotheses about society 

formation. Through theorisation and empirical testing the legal and social sciences have built up a 

comprehensive EU-lore which has in turn informed the practices of politicians and policy-makers 

and thus has not left its subject-matter untouched. The European political project is a remarkably 

reflexive one in the sense that academic investigations and evaluations of the EU have continuously 

influenced its developments and vice versa.12 Political and academic debates about the EU’s current 

situation and about possible solutions to perceived problems have often overlapped, and no student 

of European political discussions can ignore the corresponding scholarly disputes completely. 

 The close link between political and academic discussions provides a first reason why 

legal and social scientific concepts are indispensable for the rhetorical study of the creation of 

meaning in the debate on the future of Europe. These concepts and their development form part of 

the meaning formation; they shape and inform the political debate while also providing second 

order explanations of what the debate is about. The study of the academic debate on the EU might 

well form an independent rhetorical project. However, the focus of the present study is the political 

level of debate, and the question therefore is how legal and political scientific concepts may inform 

                                                        
11 There are of course many differences between students of legal systems, political institutions, and societal 
developments, but they all share an interest in the structures and functions of society. For the sake of convenience I 
shall use the term ‘social sciences’ as a collective label for the various political and social scientific disciplines. The 
expression ‘the legal and social sciences’ hence refers broadly to all the disciplinary approaches with which my own 
rhetorical perspective enters into interdisciplinary contact.  
12 In the following I focus attention on the academic influence on political developments, but the reversed flow of 
information and impact is, of course, equally important.  



The Constitution of Meaning 

 36

rhetorical investigation. How can the rhetorical perspective and the social scientific concepts 

merge? 

The question of the possibility of interdisciplinarity hinges upon the different 

disciplines’ understanding of the kind of knowledge they produce. The legal and social sciences 

have typically adhered to an objective and universal ideal of knowledge; scholars in these fields 

strive for the kind of knowledge Aristotle termed episteme and therefore deny that their 

investigations have a rhetorical dimension. However, to Aristotle the study of society was the prime 

practical discipline – thoroughly steeped in praxis and productive of phronesis – and this 

understanding of the social sciences has regained influence in recent years (Flyvbjerg, 1991, pp.70-

71). Hence, the social sciences and the rhetorical discipline, as I have repositioned it in the 

preceding section, belong to the same sphere of knowledge, whereby interdisciplinary dialogue 

becomes possible. 

Some present-day scholars have taken the argument about the practical dimension of 

knowledge formation further, claiming that all knowledge is intrinsically social, that there is no 

episteme without praxis. Steve Fuller, who is the founder of social epistemology, a research 

program aimed at the normative assessment of current scientific practices of knowledge production 

(Fuller, 2002, p. ix), promotes this claim forcefully. While Fuller’s discussion of the status of 

knowledge production in the natural sciences is not pertinent to the present consideration of the 

possibility of merging rhetorical and social scientific perspectives, his positioning of rhetoric as a 

central element in the social epistemological program is central to this line of reasoning. In Fuller’s 

scheme rhetoric plays the role of facilitating interdisciplinarity. Through an investigation of the 

rhetorical strategies that various disciplines use in their construction of knowledge and a critique of 

the disciplinary boundaries that are thus constructed, rhetoric emerges as the mediator between 

disciplines. The aim of Fuller’s investigation is to develop a “rhetoric of interpenetrability” that 

displays interdisciplinary unity and conflict and may “…recast disciplinary boundaries as artificial 

barriers to the transaction of knowledge claims” (Fuller & Collier, 2004, p. 3).  

Fuller is neither the only nor the first scholar to recognise rhetoric’s interdisciplinary 

powers. In medieval and renaissance times – when all scholarship was interdisciplinary – rhetoric 

was often seen as “the master-study organizing and strengthening all the others” (Booth, 2001, p. 

184). Furthermore, rhetoric has been seen as a generally applicable method “…that all disciplines 

rely on for their roadwork” (Booth, 2001, p. 188). To these two interdisciplinary functions Fuller 
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adds a third: that of the mediator. Rhetoric, says Fuller, provides the means by which the connection 

between previously separated fields of study may be established. 13  

When the social epistemological argument is followed through, it may be argued that 

rhetoric itself holds the key to the merger between it and other academic disciplines. In the 

following, I shall proceed from this assumption and attempt to create interpenetration between the 

legal and social scientific concepts and the rhetorical perspective, the purpose being to establish a 

genuinely interdisciplinary analytical approach to the debate on the future of Europe. First, I shall 

present the basic concepts upon which the social scientific assumptions about the debate are based 

and the various general understandings of and recommendations for the EU that emerge from these 

assumptions. Second, I shall explore the relationship between the social scientific concepts and 

rhetorical theory.  

 

3.3. Legitimacy, identity, public opinion – and the European Union 

As mentioned above, many of the assumptions and controversies that characterise the debate on the 

future of Europe have parallel academic and political versions, and there is a high degree of 

exchange between the academic and political arenas of debate. In the following, I shall present the 

academic version of the debate; the subsequent empirical investigations will focus on the political 

enactment of the same issues. Thus, the theoretical concepts presented here will be drawn into the 

analysis of the empirical data in order to explain the processes of meaning formation, but the data 

also provides insights into how the theoretical notions are enacted in practice.  

The social scientific study of the EU is characterised by a rather stark entrenchment 

between different general theories – for instance realism and (neo-)functionalism – claiming to 

provide internally coherent and comprehensive explanations of European integration. Adherents to 

the various theories tend to deny or ignore the merits of each other’s positions, wherefore the most 

constructive and fruitful discussions are carried out within the individual schools of thought rather 

than between them. Here, I focus attention on discussions between academics, who all adhere to a 

deliberative understanding of democracy in general and European integration in particular. Within 

this approach political processes are conceived as deliberations, and the EU’s legal, political, and 

social formations are studied from a primarily participatory perspective, concentrating on 

contributions that go into decision-making.  

                                                        
13 Taken as a whole Fuller’s view of rhetoric may be too instrumental to sit comfortably with the rhetorical perspective I 
have developed above (see Keith, 1995), but this discrepancy does not impinge upon the relevance of his thoughts on 
rhetoric’s interdisciplinary potential.  
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I have singled out the deliberative approach because I consider it to be the most 

topical to the discussions that are currently undertaken at the political level. Of the various available 

explanatory schemes the theory of deliberative democracy is arguably the most finely attuned to the 

problems and challenges that define the present moment of European integration (Eriksen & 

Fossum, 2000).14 A further reason for emphasising the deliberative model is that it is the social 

scientific approach that is most immediately compatible with my own research agenda and overall 

perspective. This is not to say that other social scientific approaches are generally invalid or 

unimportant, but simply a note of the fact that they have different concerns than those pertinent to 

the rhetorical study of meaning making. Accordingly, the presentation of the legal and social 

scientific conceptualisations will focus primarily on the discussions carried out between scholars, 

who may have little else in common, but at least agree on conducting the discussion within the 

general setting of the theory of deliberative democracy.15   

The legal and political scientific literatures that discuss the EU as a democratic polity 

and assess the future developments of that polity in terms of its deliberative potential share one 

basic assumption: legitimacy, identity, and public opinion are interdependent concepts of the utmost 

importance. This shared assumption leads to a wide variety of different conclusions about the 

relationship between legitimacy, identity, and public opinion and its impact on European 

developments, and these conclusions spur at least as many predictions and recommendations, but 

the starting point of the argument is always the same.  

The various theoretical verdicts also begin with a common empirical observation, 

namely, that the Europeanisation of politics – the transfer to the EU of tasks that were previously 

decided and performed at the national level – has not been accompanied by an equal increase in 

citizen support for the European project. The EU in its present state is not generating the kind of 

acceptance and allegiance from its citizens that one would expect of a political project with the 

dimensions and ambitions of the Union. Citizens, it is agreed, do not feel any strong attachment to 

the European polity, and they participate very little in the political discussions that inform the 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
 
14 As my repeated mention of the connection between academic and political levels of debate should indicate this is a 
recursive process. As the deliberative model of explanation gains supporters the political processes may in fact become 
more deliberative whereby the explanatory power of the theory is in turn enhanced. 
15 For a general introduction and discussion of deliberative democracy see Elster (ed.) (1998). The collection of essays 
in Eriksen & Fossum (eds.) (2000) provides an overview of the employment of the deliberative democratic perspective 
in studies of the EU.  
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Union’s policy choices. This situation is known as the EU’s democratic deficit,16 and the different 

reflections on the interdependence between legitimacy, identity, and public opinion aim at offering 

theoretical grounds for ameliorating the problematic condition of deficiency.  

In the following, I shall seek to unravel the different explanations of the relationship 

between the three concepts and the hypotheses about European polity- and policy-making that they 

lead to. In so doing, I shall begin with a presentation of the concept of legitimacy, and as I move on 

to identity and then to public opinion I shall both introduce these notions individually and seek to 

show how the three concepts are interrelated. Following the general presentations, I shall discuss 

the different consequences that the variously conceived conceptual interdependencies have for the 

understanding of the EU.17    

 

3.3.1. Legitimacy 

A political regime’s legitimacy is, broadly speaking, measured by that regime’s reasonableness and 

justifiability, by the degree to which the regime is commended to and accepted by its subjects 

(Banchoff & Smith, 1999, p. 4). In a slightly more specific sense of the word, the legitimate is that 

which is right according to law. However, legitimacy in this stricter sense may be seen as a 

subcategory of the general concept since it is usually required that laws be endorsed by their 

subjects; 18 legitimate laws, accordingly, have undergone successful legitimation. Although 

legitimacy can be ascribed to both specific acts and to entire systems, students of legitimacy usually 

focus on the societal level, and furthermore their studies often concentrate on the procedures and 

institutions that govern society. The study of legitimacy, then, may be characterised as the study of 

whether the modes of governance that are operative in a given society are lawful, reasonable, and 

accepted (Beetham, 1991, p. 19).  

Democratic legitimacy may be divided into three constitutive elements: juridical, 

political, and social legitimacy (see figure 3). Juridical legitimacy, or formal legality, designates the 

                                                        
16 Many discussions of the democratic deficit and how to overcome it have appeared over the past decade; see inter alia 
García (ed.) (1993), Banchoff & Smith (eds.) (1999), and Eriksen & Fossum (eds.) (2000). All the contributors to these 
edited volumes assume that the Union does indeed have a democratic deficit, yet the argument that the EU in its current 
form “…redresses rather than creates biases in political representation, deliberation and output” (Moravcsik, 2002, p. 
603) is not entirely obsolete. 
17 In this section I only present the aspects of each concept that are necessary for understanding the relations between 
them and their importance to theories of the European polity. In the following section I shall discuss the concepts 
further as I investigate the interception between social scientific and rhetorical understandings of them. 
18 In principle there is no necessary connection between legitimacy and democracy, but in modern, Western societies 
democratic government has come to be seen as the only legitimate type of government (Verhoeven. 2002, p. 10). 
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general rules according to which political authority is acquired and established (Beetham & Lord, 

1998, p. 3); it is government of the people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Constitutive elements of democratic legitimacy 

Political legitimacy may be subdivided into input and output legitimacy. Input 

legitimacy designates modes of participation, ways of ensuring that members of society are 

represented by the political system; output legitimacy deals with the results that the political system 

delivers to its members, the solutions offered to social problems (Scharpf, 1999, pp. 7 –13). Input 

legitimacy is legitimation of political power through the citizens’ direct participation in collective 

decisions or their representatives’ employment of transparent modes of decision-making (Lenaerts 

& Desomer, 2002, p. 1225). Output legitimacy may be further divided into the distinct but related 

concerns for effectivity – achieving goals and solving problems – and efficiency – doing so at the 

least possible cost (Schimmelfennig, 1996, p. 12). Put simply, input legitimacy is government by 

the people, whereas output legitimacy designates government for the people. 

It should be noted that although the issue of the EU’s output legitimacy is in no way 

trivial – there is great and understandable concern about the EU’s capability of action – I shall 

bracket this issue in the following discussion. This is done because output legitimacy is not related 

to identity and public opinion in the same way as legality and especially input and social legitimacy 

are. In fact, concerns for output legitimacy may obstruct or be obstructed by the employment of 

identification and public opinion formation as means of legitimation since participatory processes 
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are seldom very efficient. Having observed this crack in the coherence of the conceptual framework 

I seek to establish, I shall leave it out of the following account. 

The third and last dimension of legitimacy, social legitimacy, “…refers to a broad, 

empirically determined societal acceptance of or loyalty to the system” (Verhoeven, 2002, p. 11). 

Social legitimacy is government of the people; it is generated by the communicative processes by 

which individuals come to an intersubjective understanding of their place in the world (Habermas, 

1988, p. 14).  

Various theories of what constitutes good governance19 have prioritised one type of 

legitimacy over the others, but a governmental system is in fact only legitimated if it takes into 

account all modes of legitimation and is able to establish productive relationships between them. 

Emphasising the participatory modes of legitimation, Amaryllis Verhoeven presents the relationship 

thus: 

A system enjoys legitimacy when it achieves an identification between rulers and ruled, 
in the sense that politics can be seen as constitutive of the identity of the society. To that 
end, it is not sufficient for political systems to solicit loyalty by enhancing social 
welfare and integration. Legitimacy also requires an active citizenry, for it is in political 
participation that a society constitutes itself as a political identity. Political systems 
must, therefore, also foster inclusion and the participation of civil society in political 
affairs. […] Legitimacy becomes ‘constructive’ in that it hinges on effective identity-
building (Verhoeven, 2002, p. 11). 

 

3.3.2. Identity 

It is in legitimacy’s social dimension that the most immediate connection between identity and 

legitimacy exists, but identity also has obvious affiliations with input legitimacy. The concept of 

identity can be divided into two main categories: individual identity that corresponds well with 

input legitimacy’s notion of the citizens’ personal participation in the democratic processes, and 

collective identity corresponding with the diffuse allegiance with the group that constitutes social 

legitimacy. The main difference between the individual and collective identities is their respective 

changeability: 

                                                        
19 Governance being “…a method/mechanism for dealing with a broad range of problems/conflicts in which actors 
regularly arrive at mutually satisfactory and binding decisions by negotiating and deliberating with each other and 
cooperating in the implementation of these decisions” (Schmitter, 2001, p. 7). 
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For the individual, or at any rate for most individuals, identity is usually ‘situational’, if 
not always optional. That is to say, individuals identify themselves and are identified by 
others in different ways according to the situations in which they find themselves [...]. 
Collective identities, however, tend to be pervasive and persistent. They are less subject 
to rapid changes and tend to be more intense and durable, even when quite large 
numbers of individuals no longer feel their power (Smith, 1997, p. 322). 
 

The recognition of the difference between individual and collective identity should 

not, however, lead to denial of the intrinsic relationship between individual and collective 

identities that – all useful divisions apart – is one of the main defining features of both concepts 

(Sampson, 1989, pp. 3-4). People become who they are through participation in social settings and 

although a given societal grouping exists independently of its actual members at any given 

moment, the group is ultimately dependent on the members’ dynamic enactment of its constituent 

traits.20  

A regime’s social legitimacy depends upon the relationship between individual and 

collective identities, and is hence related to the modes of participation that also provide input 

legitimacy. The degree of social legitimacy is determined by the society members’ actual 

identification with the collective identity offered to them by the system, that is, by the society’s 

legal framework and the politicians, who derive their authority from this framework. In the case of 

the EU there is a common understanding rooted in thorough empirical studies of both quantitative 

and qualitative nature that no strong collective identity exists for the European polity as such, and 

that most individuals primarily identify with the national community to which they belong.21 

However, the interpretation of this common insight varies according to the individual scholar’s 

theoretical understanding of how identities – individual and collective – come into being. There are  

                                                        
20 It should be noted that there are many different kinds of collective identities, or social groupings to which the 
individual may belong. Such collectivities are determined by nationality, religion, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, or race, 
to name but the large categories that are presently perceived as being most salient (Appiah, 1994, pp. 149-150). I focus 
on the collective identities that encompass society as such and are formally expressed in political systems. Such 
collectivities are usually equalled with national identities as explained and criticised by Gellner (1983) and Anderson 
(1991; 1st edition published in 1983) to mention but a few famous examples of the extensive literature on nationalism 
(the aforementioned study by Wodak et al. (1999) also belongs to this group).  
21 The quantitative studies are typically based on the data provided by the Eurobarometer (see for instance Niedermayer 
& Sinnott (eds.), 1995), but there are also quantitative studies of publicly mediated identities (i.e. Triandafyllidou, 
2002). The qualitative studies employ a broad range of types of data, methods of collection and modes of analysis; for 
instance qualitative interviews (Nanz, 2001), participant observation (Bellier & Wilson (eds.), 2000), and readings of 
literary texts (Passerini, 1999).  
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two opposite theoretical positions on this matter, the essentialist and the constructivist,22 and the 

disagreement arises over how to conceive the relationship between the political identity expressed 

by the system and the cultural identity of the society represented by the system (Cederman, 2000). 

The discussants have one further presupposition in common: all view political 

identities as being reflexively created and voluntarily selected. The political identity of a society is 

the society’s conscious definition of itself (Neumann, 1995, pp. 2-3), the official version of which is 

inscribed in the basic law or constitution that sets down political institutions and procedures of 

collective decision and action at the level of society. The matter of theoretical dispute is whether 

there is a necessary link between cultural and political communities.  

If one believes, as do the essentialists, that a political identity reflects already existent 

cultural raw material, then the lack of a European identity means that the EU has no legitimacy as 

an independent political body. As there is no European cultural identity the EU has no people or 

demos23 to represent and to derive its legitimacy from. If, however, one takes the constructivist 

stance, one does not see any inherent hindrance in the current absence of a European people, since 

such a collective identity may be formed through active efforts by policy makers and other 

concerned members of the community to be. Although constructivists do not deny that there is some 

relationship between political and cultural identities, they believe that the two levels of 

identification can be separated because they have different functions. And furthermore they believe 

that the direction of influence goes both ways so that political identity formation may give rise to 

cultural identities and vice versa (Cederman, 2000, pp. 5-6). The full argument between these 

opposing views will be presented once the third concept, public opinion, has been introduced. 

 

3.3.3. Public opinion 

The concept of public opinion is directly related to both legitimacy and identity; the two concepts 

are internal to the dynamic process out of which public opinions emerge. The process of public 

opinion formation has at least five constitutive dimensions: publicity, publicness, the public sphere, 

the public, and public opinion. The first dimension, publicity, is the principle or norm according to 

which participation in public affairs and sharing in public goods is a human right. Second, 

                                                        
22 Constructivist is Lars-Erik Cedermann’s choice of word; the general position he describes is closely related to the 
views I have earlier presented as constructionism. In the presentation of the various understandings of identity 
formation I shall use Cedermann’s term in order to indicate a distinction between the constructivist views on 
identification, which I join in confronting the essentialist position, and the overall constructionist approach from which I 
have previously differentiated my constitutionist perspective. 
23 A demos may be defined as “…a group of people the vast majority of which feels sufficiently attached to each other 
to be willing to engage in democratic discourse and binding decision-making (Cederman, 2000, p. 7). 



The Constitution of Meaning 

 44

publicness refers to the state of being public; it designates the nature of an activity or space (as in 

public service broadcasting or public school). Third, the public sphere denotes a(n) (imagined) 

space of social life that mediates between state and civil society, a framework for public discourse 

that may serve the functions of social integration and/or opinion brokering. Fourth, the public is a 

social category that may act collectively; in contrast to the crowd, the public represents a reasoned 

and reasonable collective body. The fifth and final dimension, public opinion, binds the four other 

elements together and adds the dynamic feature of opining, thereby establishing the procedural 

nature of public opinion formation as a whole (Splichal, 1999, pp. 6-7). In the following I shall 

leave the dimensions of publicity and publicness aside; I focus on the public, the public sphere, 

public opinion and the relations between them as these three elements are most directly connected 

to identity and legitimacy and thus of primary concern to the present study. The presentation I shall 

give here establishes an ideal conception of public opinion formation; it does not consider whether 

the ideal is actually realisable or whether it would in fact be as ideal in practice as it is in theory. 

These issues are discussed in the coming sections as first the controversy over the possible 

emergence of a European public sphere is presented and, secondly, the connection between rhetoric 

and public opinion formation is established. 

The social collectivity of the public comes together and finds a shared identity in the 

process of discussing matters of common concern. Participants in public dialogue may come to 

recognise each other as members of the same society, thereby creating a reflexive sense of 

belonging from which the society’s political system can derive its social legitimacy. The ongoing 

public discussion of political matters may bind the members of a society together as a social group, 

and it may facilitate acceptance of the governmental institutions’ rightful and proper representation 

of that social group (Splichal, 1999, pp. 12-13). Furthermore, the individuals’ public exchanges of 

viewpoints lend input legitimacy to the political system. Participation in the political debate may 

provide people with a sense of influencing political decisions directly, thereby allowing the system 

to claim to represent each person as an individual (Schimmelfennig, 1996, p. 13). The ideal is that 

the process of public debate allows participants to reach common understandings and agreements 

on specific policy issues, whereby qualitatively substantiated public opinions emerge. These public 

opinions can be regarded as expressions of a common interest – as specific articulations of the 

public’s collective will (Schimmelfennig, 1996, p. 23). Public opinion in the sense of collective 

views on particular matters and common public identity in the broader sense both emerge through 



  3. Theoretical framework 

 45

the dialogic process of public opinion formation, wherefore this process serves two general 

functions: social integration and political legitimation (Glynn et al., 1999, p. 221). 

These general functions of public opinion formation are interrelated, but although the 

distinction between them is somewhat artificial it is beneficial for analytical purposes. Political 

legitimation in the form of input legitimacy is generated through the individuals’ participation in 

political discussions of specific matters resulting in public opinions on these matters. But the 

political institutions are also endowed with social legitimacy through the general establishment of a 

public, of the sense of belonging to a group with collective interests and common goals that is 

attained by way of the societal conversation as such. The existence of a public sphere is a 

prerequisite for legitimation in both these senses; the public sphere provides the arena for public 

opinion formation, thereby enabling both specific agreements and general common attitudes to arise 

(Splichal, 1999, p. pp. 22-23). The public sphere is a platform for participation, but it is also a 

source of information about government activities; it mediates between the political institutions and 

the individual members of society. The general sense of belonging to a society is embedded in this 

mediation – to belong means being a part of the ongoing public conversation about common 

concerns.  

The social legitimacy of a political system relies on the perceived correspondence 

between governmental institutions and the social entity established in the public conversation 

(Calhoun, 1992, pp. 7-8). A framework must exist that not only informs the individuals of 

government activities, but also keeps the flows of communication open in both directions, thereby 

allowing the individual to become an active participant in the public debate if and when he or she 

should so desire. The public sphere mediates between the government and the individual in specific 

issues thereby providing each governmental action with input legitimacy. And the public sphere 

facilitates a societal conversation that is generative of the members’ more general sense of 

belonging to that society. The public sphere is the framework within which the functions of public 

opinion formation are realised; here opinion formation, collective identification and political 

legitimation emerge as inextricably intertwined and continuously renewed communicative 

processes.  
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3.3.4. The relationship between the three concepts in the context of the EU 

The following is a presentation of the competing theoretical conceptualisations of the relationship 

between legitimacy, identity and public opinion in the context of the EU. The worth of the 

diverging theoretical views will not be discussed here; such evaluation will instead be the final 

outcome of the analytical endeavour. Thus, I shall establish the positions here, and will only return 

to them at the end of the analysis at which point their respective explanatory potential and 

normative power will be discussed.  

The theories to be presented here are conceptualisations of the adequate European 

constitution – theories of the product of the debate on the future of Europe. The theories that will 

inform the analysis directly are conceptualisations of the process of the debate, explanations of the 

constitution of Europe as an activity. The procedural understanding of the relationship between 

legitimation, identification, and public opinion formation will be explicated in the section 

immediately following the ensuing presentation of theoretical views of the European product. 

Because the theories to be presented here deal with recommendations for the European product, that 

is, with the EU’s ground- and framework, they focus primarily on the issue of formal legality. 

Whereas the preceding introductions of the concepts relied mostly on social scientific work, the 

theoretical positions to be explored now ensue mainly from the domain of legal scholarship.     

The academic debate on the present state and future developments of the EU finds its 

crux in the question of whether or not the EU’s difficulties with procuring citizen support can be 

solved by endowing the Union with a constitution. This constitutional issue is connected to the 

discussion of the relationship between legitimacy, identity, and public opinion because a 

constitution is the explicit expression of a system’s formal legality. That is, a polity’s constitution 

provides the legal basis for the dynamic processes of legitimation through identification and public 

opinion formation in that polity. In the constitutional debate Dieter Grimm and Jürgen Habermas 

represent the extreme positions of the essentialistic argument against the creation of a European 

constitution, and the constructivist promotion of such a development. The main point of 

disagreement is whether or not the writing up of the constitutional text requires the prior existence 

of a people. Is the constitution but a formal expression of an already existing community, or can the 

act of creating the constitutional text be constitutive of the people as such? 
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Dieter Grimm  

Grimm takes his starting point from the de facto absence of a European people with a common 

collective identity and argues that this absence cannot be overcome de jure because there exists no 

transnational public discourse or European public sphere (Grimm, 1997, pp. 254-255). Furthermore, 

Grimm asserts that  

prospects for Europeanization of the communication system are absolutely non-existent. 
A Europeanized communication system ought not to be confused with increased 
reporting on European topics in national media. These are directed at a national public 
and remain attached to national viewpoints and communication habits. They can 
accordingly not create any European public nor establish any European discourse 
(Grimm, 1997, p. 252). 
 

To Grimm the lack of a common language is the main obstacle to the establishment of supranational 

public debate (Grimm, 1997, p. 253). Through this claim he reveals a romantic understanding of 

language as the bearer of “…a common worldview that somehow provides the glue for the 

divergent social views and interests to be found in a modern polity” (Nanz, 2001, p. 34).  

Grimm does take a deliberative stance on democracy, but maintains that a community 

must exist before any legitimating public deliberation can take place. Although he explicitly argues 

against the necessity of a homogeneous ethnic community as the democratic base of society, he 

insists that collective identity must precede political institutions. And he maintains that the 

necessary collectivity only exists and can only arise within the linguistically defined boundaries of 

the nation state (Grimm, 1997, p. 254). The conclusion of Grimm’s argument is that “the European 

public power is not one that derives from the people, but one mediated through states” (Grimm, 

1997, p. 251). In this view, the establishment of a European constitution would only aggravate the 

EU’s democratic deficit since “the legitimation it would mediate would be a fictitious one” (Grimm, 

1997, p. 257).  

 

Jürgen Habermas 

In a direct response to Grimm’s position, Habermas asserts that while he agrees with the diagnosis 

his political conclusion is different (Habermas, 1997b, p. 259). Habermas argues in favour of a 

European constitution because he believes the creation of such a document would facilitate the 

citizen’s identification with the European polity that is currently lacking. Moreover, he argues that 

the European constitution should be federal in nature. This solution is deemed to be desirable, but 

also necessary. The claim to the necessity of European integration stems from the observation that 

the nation-state has outlived its role and that societal integration and control today must be 
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conducted in a postnational constellation. Habermas believes this argument to be thoroughly 

grounded in empirical evidence concerning the effects of globalisation (Habermas, 2001a, p. 61).   

In Habermas’ own words:  

The ethical-political self-understanding of citizens in a democratic community must not 
be taken as a historical-cultural a priori that makes democratic will-formation possible, 
but rather as the flowing contents of a circulatory process that is generated through the 
legal institutionalization of citizens’ communication. This is precisely how national 
identities were formed in modern Europe. Therefore it is to be expected that the political 
institutions to be created by a European constitution would have an inducing effect. […] 
Given the political will, there is no a priori reason why it cannot subsequently create the 
politically necessary communicative context as soon as it is constitutionally prepared to 
do so (Habermas, 1997b, p. 264). 
 

In this conception the European public sphere needs not supersede the existing communicative 

context of the national media. “A real advance,” says Habermas,  “would be for the national media 

to cover the substance of relevant controversies in the other countries, so that all the national public 

opinions converged in the same range of contributions to the same set of issues, regardless of their 

origin” (Habermas, 2001b, p. 9). Furthermore, he argues that even if a common language were a 

necessary precondition, this would not be an insurmountable obstacle to the creation of a European 

public sphere, as the goal of making English “the second first language” is attainable (Habermas, 

1997b, p. 264).  

The argument in favour of creating a European constitutional text is premised upon 

the assumption that collective identities may arise through conscious political acts. A sharp 

distinction is made between political and cultural identities, but the political salience of culture is 

not rejected altogether.24 Habermas acknowledges that each distinct community has a political 

culture, but insists that this political culture is not founded on social practices; rather, it is expressed 

in the legal framework and universal principles of a constitutional text (Habermas, 1998, p. 118). 

Hence, the constitution not only establishes a polity’s legal framework but is also generative of the 

social and political legitimacy of that polity.   

This understanding of the truly constitutive powers of the legal text is labelled 

constitutional patriotism, and it combines the separation of the notions of cultural and political 

identity with adherence to a strictly procedural theory of deliberative democracy (Nanz, 2001, p. 

36). Hereby, such identity forming features as ethnicity, language, religion and traditions are 

                                                        
24 For an interpretation that privileges the role of culture in politics while remaining grounded in the Habermasian 
framework of deliberative democracy and discourse ethics see Seyla Benhabib’s work on “the claims of culture” 
(Benhabib, 2002). 
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separated from a general political culture which every member of a society, regardless of his or her 

personal background, will be able to accept and support (Habermas, 2001a, p. 74). The non-

discriminatory and all-inclusive solidarity of the shared political identity is based on the 

interpretation of such legally constituted principles as popular sovereignty and human rights 

(Habermas, 1998, p. 118). And, according to Habermas, constitutional patriotism is the answer to 

the current signs of disintegration within societies and the existing tensions between different 

cultural groups: 

A previous background consensus, constructed on the basis of cultural homogeneity and 
understood as a necessary catalysing condition for democracy, becomes superfluous to 
the extent that public, discursively structured processes of opinion- and will-formation 
make a reasonable political understanding possible, even among strangers. Thanks to its 
procedural properties, the democratic process has its own mechanisms for securing 
legitimacy; it can, when necessary, fill the gaps that open in social integration, and can 
respond to the changed cultural composition of a population by generating a common 
political culture (Habermas, 2001a, pp. 73-74).  

 

Grimm vs. Habermas 

Habermas agrees with Grimm that a European-wide collective political identity and equally 

European processes of public opinion formation are necessary for the legitimation of a European 

federal polity, and he also concurs that these elements are not yet in existence. However, his 

insistence on the total separation of cultural and political identities and his belief in the legal text’s 

capability of generating political allegiance lead him to conclude that the lacking elements may be 

contrived. The creation of a European constitution would facilitate European-wide debate – that is, 

the emergence of a European public sphere – through which citizens would come to share a 

common political culture and lend substantial legitimacy to the community’s formally established 

legal base. Grimm, on the contrary, accepts the constructed character of political identity, but argues 

that such construction is dependent upon the pre-political existence of a community of cultural 

dimensions. Thereby, Grimm is representative of the so-called no demos thesis that has raised 

considerable support at both academic and political levels of debate. The argument of the no demos 

thesis runs as follows: 
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…trust and solidarity, the two fundamental socio-cultural resources of democratic 
politics, are generated from a belief in ‘our’ essential sameness, […] which is based on 
pre-existing commonalities of history, language, culture and ethnicity. […] European 
integration would therefore presuppose a European people (Staatsvolk) as a cultural and 
cognitive frame of reference. Given the historical, cultural, ethnic and linguistic 
diversity of its member states, there is no question for the protagonists of this argument 
that the European Union is very far from having achieved the ‘thick’ collective identity 
that we have come to take for granted in national democracies. And in its absence, 
institutional reform will not greatly accelerate the formation of a European people. By 
this view, public deliberation can take place only within a pre-established demos (Nanz, 
2001, p. 23). 
 

In my opinion, Habermas argues his theoretical case more convincingly than does 

Grimm. Grimm’s is a blunt insistence upon the non-existence of the European demos, whereas 

Habermas’ is a careful consideration of how political communities – national, European, and 

otherwise – may develop. Nevertheless, Habermas’ position with its radically reformatory potential 

is not without weaknesses. Especially problematic is its neglect of the fact that – tendencies towards 

and effects of globalisation notwithstanding – nationally grounded communities of both cultural and 

political dimensions continue to be centrally important as both the main locus of citizens’ affiliation 

and as actors in their own right. Conversely, it is precisely in the affinity with the immediate 

empirical reality that Grimm’s position shows its strength. Grimm describes the presently dominant 

social identity formation adequately, but cannot explain it; Habermas provides a good explanation 

of how collective identities are created, but his theory is not very well adapted to current reality. In 

the following, I shall discuss a number of intermediate positions that seek to establish empirically 

justifiable theoretical propositions of how the EU’s legitimacy may be enhanced. 

 

Joseph H. H. Weiler 

Joseph H. H. Weiler seeks to account for the unique nature of the EU by recognising that the demos 

has both a cultural and a political dimension. Weiler believes that both dimensions are necessary for 

the legitimation of a polity, but insists that they may be kept apart from each other and thereby 

establishes a theory of multiple demoi: the national and the supranational.  

The national is Eros: reaching back to the pre-modern, appealing to the heart with a 
grasp on our emotions, and evocative of the romantic vision of creative social 
organization as well as responding to our existential yearning for a meaning located in 
time and space. […] The supranational is civilization: confidently modernist, appealing 
to the rational within us and to Enlightenment neo-classical humanism, taming that Eros 
(Weiler, 1999, p. 347).  
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According to Weiler, the virtue of the supranational European demos is the recognition of the lack 

of unity between its members embodied in the assertion that the European polity is one of peoples 

rather than of one people. “In the fundamental statement of its political aspiration, indeed of its very 

telos, articulated in the first line of the Preamble of the Treaty of Rome, the gathering nations of 

Europe ‘Determined to lay the foundations for an ever closer Union of the peoples of Europe’” 

(Weiler, 2001, p. 4).  

The voluntary acceptance of and submission to a community not of ‘my people’ but of 

others – a principle termed constitutional tolerance – is in Weiler’s conception the very foundation 

of the European political construct (Weiler, 2002, p. 568). The principle of constitutional tolerance 

dictates that Europe should not aspire to become a federation of one people, but should continue to 

base itself in a treaty that “…subject[s] the European peoples to a constitutional discipline even 

though the European polity is composed of distinct peoples” (Weiler, 1999, p. 12). In the European 

polity the authority of the common constitution is accepted voluntarily, and the sovereignty and 

authority of the EU is renewed with each act of acceptance, that is, each time the Member States 

submit themselves to EU decisions (Weiler, 2001, p. 13).  

Weiler separates the cultural and political dimensions of collective identity as sharply 

as does Habermas. But where Habermas urges the creation of a purely political European polity and 

proposes constitutional patriotism as the founding principle, Weiler suggests that the European 

community should continue to base itself on the individual cultural entities’ – the nation-states’ – 

voluntary submission to supranational rule, the principle of constitutional tolerance. Weiler believes 

that the value and purpose, the telos, of the European system is found precisely in this voluntary 

submission of different peoples to the same rule.     

 

Deirdre Curtin 

A host of legal and political scientific scholars have taken the same path as Weiler and sought to 

conceptualise the EU as a multilevel polity, a political entity uniting multiple social communities 

within a constitutional framework and establishing a differentiated system of governance adapted to 

the various levels of operation. The multilevel parlance may be applied in diagnosing the EU’s 

current situation, as does Deirdre Curtin in her location of multiple deficits. According to Curtin, 

the EU is not only democratically deficient in the sense of not having matched the shift in decision-

making towards the European level with a shift in methods for citizen participation and governor 

accountability. Granted, the lack of a real political arena, of a public sphere of deliberation on 
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matters of public interest, and of a European demos are serious problems in themselves (Curtin, 

1997, pp. 43-45), but they are not the EU’s only cause for trouble. Curtin accounts for several other 

deficits, namely, a deficient separation of powers leading to undue empowerment of the executive, 

and a rule of law deficit meaning that bureaucrats, not politicians, have control of EU policy 

(Curtin, 1997, pp. 45-46). On the basis of her characterisation of the EU’s present state, she asks: 

“given this terrible ‘here’ […], where can we possibly go with this ‘here’ as our starting point? Is 

there a ‘there’ which can be labelled, for example, ‘postnational democracy’?” (Curtin, 1997, p. 48). 

Curtin answers the second of these questions in the affirmative, and the postnational conception of 

democracy is the remedy she offers for the EU’s deficiency diseases.  

The introduction of postnational democracy takes us back to the division between 

cultural and political identities and Curtin displays close affinity with the Habermasian position. In 

her own words, “the ‘post’ in ‘postnational’ is meant to express the idea that democracy is possible 

beyond the nation-state: what is being left behind in terms of political identity is the link with 

nationalism in the sense of cultural integration” (Curtin, 1997, p. 51). To Curtin, the division 

between cultural and political identities is not so much a theoretical assumption as it is a normative 

principle, a goal to be achieved in order to cope with the deficiencies for which there is no national 

cure. Curtin accounts for her position thus: 

I believe that the effort of reimagining political community other than premised on an 
ethno-culturally homogenous Volk is an imperative task. The alternative is not as the 
Euro sceptic would have us believe that of a perfectly fine status quo where an adequate 
system of accountability can be assured at the national level. No, the alternative is much 
more grim and bleak […]; it is the route of increasingly authoritarian and non 
participative decision-making, increasingly far removed from the by now entirely 
alienated citizen (Curtin, 1997, p. 50). 

 

Ingolf Pernice 

Taking his cue from the emergence of a necessarily postnational reality Ingolf Pernice advocates 

multilevel constitutionalism as a proper description of the European constitutional order and a 

desirable arrangement for the kind of polity that the EU is. Pernice bases his argument on the 

assumption that the social contract embedded in the constitution does not necessarily lead to the 

formation of a unitary state (Pernice, 1999, p. 709). A further premise is that people in fact “…have 

adopted multiple identities – local, regional, national, European – which correspond to the various 

levels of political community they are citizens of” (Pernice, 2002, p. 512). On the basis of these 

assumptions Pernice defines multilevel constitutionalism as “…the ongoing process of establishing 



  3. Theoretical framework 

 53

new structures of government complementary to and building upon – while also changing – existing 

forms of self-organisation of the people or society” (Pernice, 2002, p. 512).  

The purpose of the constitution is to ensure that each public decision is taken and 

carried out at the appropriate level and that all levels function properly without interfering unduly 

with each other. In this sense, Pernice contends, the European polity already has a constitution, 

namely the EU’s primary laws and the national constitutions, bound together in a functional, not a 

hierarchical relationship (Pernice, 2002, p. 514 and 520). Since the EU already has a constitution, 

Pernice concludes, it is actually not in need of one. What is needed is instead assurance that each of 

the multiple constitutional levels functions correctly, and in this respect improvements are possible. 

Specifically, “intermediary rooms” between private individuals and public authorities as well as 

between national and European levels of governance must be created and strengthened (Pernice, 

2002, p. 522).  

Pernice side-steps the issue of the non-existence and possible creation of a European 

demos by presupposing that identification is a concentrically ordered process. Yet he cannot ignore 

the issue of how to connect the European level of identification and the corresponding 

governmental structures, and he, therefore, advocates the enhancement of participatory modes of 

government at the European level. From the perspective of multilevel constitutionalism the people’s 

participation is necessary for the continuous enactment of the European project:  

…the progressive ‘constitution’ of the European Union is matter, not of States but of the 
people, who through this process not only create common institutions for their common 
goals, but also define themselves as the citizens of the Union and provide themselves a 
common, European political and legal status… (Pernice, 2002, p. 519).  

 

Summing up the theoretical conceptions of the EU’s adequate constitution 

Common to the positions presented above is that no matter whether they advocate a purely 

intergovernmental or some form of postnational – multilevel or federal – solution to the EU’s 

equally commonly perceived deficiencies they all understand citizen participation in public 

deliberation as a necessary part of the solution. The different constitutional models are all advocated 

on the basis of their champions’ belief that they will provide the best framework for the 

strengthening of deliberative democracy in Europe. Among the proponents of postnational models 

there is furthermore agreement that some sort of differentiation between different modes of 

identification is not only necessitated by the particular relationship between the EU and its member 

states, but is actually a prerequisite for the release of the full potential of deliberative democracy. 

Grimm argues that a shared cultural identity is a necessary precedent of political dialogue wherefore 
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such dialogue can only be conducted at the national level and the democratic legitimation of the EU 

is purely indirect. However, the other scholars agree that the severance of culture and politics 

facilitates supranational deliberation of a particularly virtuous kind.  

The deliberative supranationalism,25 which is argued in one form or another by all 

parties except Grimm, “…does not hinge on the assumption of macro-subjects, like the ‘people’ of 

a particular community, but on anonymously interlinked discourses or flows of communication” 

(Curtin, 1997, p. 54). In the deliberative perspective political participation is ongoing, dialogic, and 

individualised; it is this last feature which makes the perspective particularly attractive as a means 

of legitimation in the EU and also makes the EU a particularly attractive arena for its realisation. 

Deliberative supranationalism provides the theoretical justification for promoting a polity that is not 

culturally unified, and the EU offers the opportunity of turning the theoretical norm into practice.  

Pernice is the least deliberatively minded of the four scholars in the postnational 

group; he focuses on the possibility of establishing correspondence between different levels of 

governance and the various identities of the people (Pernice, 2002, p. 512). Weiler has it that the 

EU provides a constitutional framework for ‘our’ voluntary subjection to the ‘other’ (Weiler, 2002, 

p. 568). Habermas goes a step further in arguing that a common European constitution could 

provide the basis for the “inclusion of the other” within the political community (Habermas, 1992a, 

pp. 17-18). Both Weiler and Habermas conceive of the EU as an inherently modern project that has 

the potential of enlightening through organisation. Curtin comprehends the situation differently and 

– recounting a position originally forwarded by Ian Ward (Ward, 1995)26 – suggests that the EU by 

facilitating “multiperspective interconnectedness” and “multilevel networks of interaction” shows 

itself to be “the first postmodern polity” (Curtin, 1997, pp. 50-51).  

Whatever the degree of radicality and the precise formulation of these claims, they all 

share the common feature of anchoring the EU’s claim to legitimacy in its capacity of being a 

“contested polity.” That is, the EU is legitimated through institutions and procedures that allow 

different actors to participate in policy-discussions at the European level while maintaining 

previously established identities of national and subnational character (Banchoff & Smith, 1999, p. 

2). 

                                                        
25 The term was coined by Christian Joerges and Jürgen Neyer, but their original definition of it has been highly 
contested (Joerges, 2002, pp. 133-134). In a general sense, deliberative supranationalism indicates that interaction at the 
European level can aim at consensual solutions based on common interests and is not just a bargaining process through 
which a compromise between diverging national interests is obtained (Eriksen & Fossum, 2000, p. 22).   
26 Ward is in turn inspired by Jacques Derrida, who has suggested that Europe as such can only be understood as ‘other’ 
than itself, as a non-entity perpetually moving somewhere else (Derrida, 1992).  
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As has surely emerged from the preceding presentation, my personal leaning is 

towards the postnational conceptualisation of the relationship between legitimacy, identity and 

public opinion formation. I presume that people in fact have multiple identities and that the 

legitimacy of different polities – from the local to the European level – may be recognised 

simultaneously. Also, I take for granted that peoples’ participation in public debate is both a direct 

source of input legitimacy and conducive of collective political identities and hence of social 

legitimacy. However, I remain doubtful as to how severely political and cultural identities may in 

fact be separated, and I wonder whether some form of prior recognition of commonality is not a 

prerequisite of political participation after all.  

Two central questions, the answering of which may help clear away that doubt, 

emerge: can public deliberation arise without the participants’ antecedent acknowledgement of each 

other and common understanding of communicative practices? And if public discussions may be 

generated on the basis of a thin, legally constituted sense of commonality, can these discussions, 

once begun, avoid generating collective identities in a thick sense, thereby drawing in and altering 

already existing cultural identities? These questions have an empirical bend and seeking answers to 

them will be one of the main purposes of the analysis of the political debate on the future of Europe.  

Through the analysis I shall also seek to clarify which of the different theoretical recommendations 

for the constitution of the European polity is most attuned to and suitable for the political process of 

constituting Europe. The question to be pondered is which theory or combination of theories offers 

the best explanation of the process and recommends the most desirable product.  

While the ultimate analytical ambition is to examine which constitutional proposition 

for the EU is most adequate, the analysis is also reliant on the general theoretical understanding of 

the relationship between legitimacy, identity, and opinion formation that was established before I 

embarked upon the presentation of the various constitutive theories. The analysis will aim at 

providing a detailed explanation of how the conceptual relationships are articulated at the 

communicative level of public political discussion, and it will seek to uncover the possibilities and 

limitations for political choice and action that emerge in the course of the debate. Before embarking 

upon this analytical task further theoretical consideration is, however, necessary. It must be 

investigated how the empirical relationship between the three core concepts can actually be studied, 

and to this end I shall seek to combine the social scientific concepts with the rhetorical perspective 

on meaning formation as this has already been established. I shall now undertake the task of 
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creating rhetorical and social scientific interpenetration, thereby seeking to establish a truly 

interdisciplinary platform for the empirical analyses.        

 

3.4. Public opinion formation, identification, legitimation – and rhetoric 

The central contention of this section is that public opinion formation, identification, and 

legitimation are all rhetorical processes and may be studied as such. This claim is perhaps most 

readily acceptable in the case of public opinion formation. Therefore, I shall consider the 

connection between the rhetorical and the social scientific understanding of argumentative 

exchanges in public fora before moving on to the relationships between rhetoric and identification 

and rhetoric and legitimation.   

 

3.4.1. Public opinion formation 

The social scientific study of public opinion formation is primarily concerned with exploring the 

general social and systemic conditions that enable and constrain the free exchange of viewpoints 

concerning matters of public interest. This type of research focuses on the concept of the public 

sphere as the arena in which the exchanges occur, and in spite of the harsh criticisms levelled at his 

early work and the many revisions his theory has undergone, Jürgen Habermas remains the seminal 

writer on the subject.  

Habermas first developed his theory of the public sphere in his Habilitationsschrift, 

The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, from 1962, which was belatedly translated into 

English in 1989. Bearing the subtitle An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society this work is 

primarily an investigation of the institutional frames and procedural norms that were constitutive of 

the public sphere in the period of early modernity. However, Habermas extends his analysis into the 

20th century, and his unveiled lament of the transformation he charts makes it difficult not to 

conclude that Habermas ascribes general value to the bourgeois norms of opinion formation. Or, as 

Michael Warner explains in his account of Habermas’ theory, the ideals of bourgeois society hold 

an emancipatory potential to which modern culture should be held accountable (Warner, 2002, p. 

46). One may deduce four such ideals or norms from the account given in Structural 

Transformation. First, in public deliberation all discussants are treated as if they were social equals. 

Second, the deliberation should only concern the common good, leaving out private interests and 

issues. Third, the public sphere should form a single, comprehensive whole. And fourth, a sharp 

division between civil society and the state should be maintained (Fraser, 1992, pp. 117-118).  
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In Structural Transformation Habermas concludes that the rise of the Welfare State 

and the appearance of the mass media have made it impossible to uphold the bourgeois norms. The 

argument concerning the mass media is that they transform public discussion into a commodity – 

mass media audiences are spectators not participants. As regards the welfare-model, it causes the 

borders between the public and the private to blur because the state now takes up many tasks that 

were previously left to the individual. The expansion of the domain of public intervention cannot be 

accompanied by an equal expansion of public discussion because the mass media impair the 

citizens’ participation in public opinion formation. The combination of the heightened degree of 

state intervention into the individual’s life and the commodification of public opinion leads to a 

transformation of citizens into clients and consumers (Habermas, 1989, pp. 164, 170-171, and 232-

233). This conclusion has been put into question by recent research, especially in the field of media 

studies. And, attentive to the results of this research, Habermas has recognised that the “…diagnosis 

of a unilinear development from a politically active public to one withdrawn into a bad privacy, 

from a ‘culture debating to a culture-consuming public,’ is too simplistic” (Habermas, 1992b, p. 

438).  

The critique of Habermas’ early understanding of the public sphere also moves 

beyond the diagnostic level in order to question the norms upon which the diagnosis depends. 

Nancy Fraser (1992) is among the most thorough critics of the bourgeois norms of public opinion 

formation; she calls each of the four assumptions into question, showing that they are contingent 

upon the historical conditions in which they emerged and partial in their distribution of rights and 

opportunities.27 Again, Habermas has been sensitive to his critics and now accepts that any 

empirically existing public sphere is partial and exclusive in one way or another. Accordingly, the 

existence of various competing public spheres and the impossibility of creating a form of discussion 

that is equally accessible to everyone are recognised (Habermas, 1992b, p. 429 and 438). However, 

Habermas maintains that universal norms for communicative exchanges can be established, and on 

this basis he continues to hold a normative view of the public sphere from the perspective of which 

comparison of actually existing processes of opinion formation with universal, normative standards 

is possible.  

Habermas presents the compiled results of the search for universal norms that has 

been a central theme throughout his academic career in the two-volume work The Theory of 

                                                        
27 Many other criticisms have been directed at the early Habermasian conception of the public sphere. See Calhoun (ed.) 
(1992) for a useful overview of various reconstructive readings of Structural Transformation and Robbins (ed.) (1993) 
for a partially overlapping but somewhat more radical critique of the concept of the public sphere.  
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Communicative Action (Habermas, 1984 and 1987). Here, the starting point is that all societal 

formations can be divided into two distinctive parts: a system governed by instrumental rationality 

and a lifeworld in which the rationality and corresponding mode of action is communicative. 

Communicative action is defined as the form of rational action in which intersubjective 

understanding is the goal. Habermas believes this goal to be integral to communication: “reaching 

understanding is the inherent telos of human speech” (Habermas, 1984, p. 287). Universal 

communicative norms or validity criteria, claims Habermas, can be established on the basis of this 

telos and are embedded in the so-called ideal speech-situation. The ideal speech-situation consists 

of four norms to which all participants must adhere and for which they must account if so charged: 

comprehensibility, truth, sincerity and social adequacy (Habermas, 1970). Habermas’ conclusive 

move is the establishment of a discourse ethics grounded in the claim that, if conducted properly, 

the interaction that is governed by communicative rationality will lead to agreement based upon 

“the unforced force of the better argument.”   

The end-result of his own and other scholars’ revisions of the original understanding 

of the concept, is that Habermas today views the public sphere as a dynamic communicative 

network: 

The public sphere is a social phenomenon just as elementary as action, actor, 
association, or collectivity, but it eludes the conventional sociological concepts of 
’social order.’ The public sphere cannot be conceived as an institution and certainly not 
as an organization. It is not even a framework of norms with differentiated competences 
and roles, membership regulations, and so on. Just as little does it represent a system; 
although it permits one to draw internal boundaries, outwardly it is characterized by 
open, permeable, and shifting horizons. The public sphere can best be described as a 
network for communicating information and points of view (i.e., opinions expressing 
affirmative or negative attitudes); the streams of communication are, in the process, 
filtered and synthesized in such a way as to coalesce into bundles of topically specified 
public opinions. Like the lifeworld as a whole, so, too, the public sphere is reproduced 
through communicative action, for which mastery of a natural language suffices; it is 
tailored to the general comprehensibility of everyday communicative practice 
(Habermas, 1996, p. 360). 
 

This definition takes the public sphere’s dependency on concrete communicative processes into 

account. It describes public opinion formation as a dynamic communicative act, and thereby it is 

directly linked to collective identity formation, as Habermas understands this process. “Collective 

identity […] can today only be grounded in the consciousness of universal and equal chances to 

participate in the kind of communication processes by which identity formation becomes a 

continuous learning process” (Habermas, 1974, p. 99).  
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Habermas’ theory of the public sphere has been greatly nuanced and improved since it 

was first launched, but one major weakness remains unamended. In spite of its understanding of the 

dynamic and continuous nature of the communicative processes that constitute present-day society 

Habermas’ theory contains no suggestions as to how the diverse and fragmented opinions of 

individuals come to merge into an expression of common understanding and collective will. The 

concrete communicative interactions without which any general conditions of public opinion 

formation are in reality null and void are not considered, and therefore it is not possible to account 

for the interaction between them.  

 The rhetorical understanding of public opinion formation takes the individual 

utterance as its starting point. The rhetorical scholar studies how the specific interrelations of text 

and context give rise to concrete meanings, and thus offers detailed insights into the interactions of 

which the communicative network of the public sphere consists. However, the process by which the 

many unique meanings expressed in individual utterances gather into common public opinion 

remains as elusive to the rhetorician as it does to the social scientist.28 The recognition of this 

common explanatory failure has led rhetorical scholars to suggest that a proper conception of the 

process of public opinion formation can only be found in a combination of rhetorical and social 

scientific insights. It is thus proposed that the relationship between individual utterances and public 

opinion should be seen as being recursive and mutually constitutive (Hauser, 1999, p. 33).  

The interdependence of the particular and the general may be explained as follows: 

the speaker’s prior understanding of what constitutes a viable position on the given subject in the 

existing situation and of how this position can be expressed shapes each particular expression of 

opinion. In speaking his or her mind the speaker thus reproduces already existing expectations 

concerning the form and content of the particular expression of a viewpoint – each utterance is an 

instantiation of public opinion in both a subject specific and a broader communicative sense. But in 

creating its unique meaning the utterance may also contribute to the alteration of existing norms 

concerning what may be said and how one may say it. The speaker always has a choice: “[he or she] 

can accept the sanctioned, widely used bundle of rules, claims, procedures and evidence to wage a 

dispute. Or, the arguer can inveigh any or all of these ‘customs’ in order to bring forth a new variety 

of understanding” (Goodnight, 1982, p. 217). In the persisting gap between collective views and  

                                                        
28 Meaning and opinion are obviously related terms; I understand meaning as synthesising the understanding and 
attitude expressed in concrete utterances, whereas (public) opinion implies a generality and collectivity that is detached 
from any specific utterance, but remains intricately related to the individuals’ formation of meaning and the concrete 
articulations thereof. 
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their individual expressions lies the possibility of opining differently (Farrell, 1993, p. 228).  

The conclusion to these considerations of the recursive relationship between the 

specific and the general is that creation of public opinion is an ongoing dialogic process. Each 

utterance is conditioned by preceding utterances and in being uttered forms part of the context out 

of which subsequent utterances arise. Or, as the Russian literary critic Mikhail M. Bakhtin so aptly 

puts it, “any concrete utterance is a link in the chain of speech communication of a particular 

sphere” (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 91). General conditions for public opinion formation and commonly 

perceived public opinions arise in and through the interrelations of the particular utterances that 

constitute the ongoing societal conversation.  

The perception of the recursiveness of specific articulations and general conditions 

leads to a reconciliation of the rhetorical and the social scientific approaches to public opinion 

formation. In accordance with the combined rhetorical-social scientific conception public opinion 

formation should indeed be studied in its only concrete manifestations, namely specific 

communicative encounters, but the investigation should take account of the social norms, political 

institutions, and media structures that provide the broader context for each instance of 

communicative interaction. And most significantly the analysis should aim at explaining the 

relationship between the utterances, thereby reaching a deeper understanding of the formal and 

substantial commonalities and differences that are operative in the communicative network under 

study. Explaining the relations between different utterances and between the texts and their contexts 

will be an important aim of the analysis of the debate on the future of Europe.    

 

3.4.2. Identification 

The most forceful argument for the connection between rhetoric and identity has been put forward 

by Kenneth Burke, who proposes that identification should replace persuasion as rhetoric’s basic 

function. Says Burke: “you persuade a man [sic] only insofar as you can talk his language by 

speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways with his” (Burke, 1969, 

p. 55). Rhetorical identification, Burke points out, aims at overcoming divisions between the 

speaker and the audience he or she wishes to persuade; “rhetoric is concerned with the state of 

Babel after the Fall” (Burke 1969, p. 23). In order to achieve his or her goal the speaker has several 

general strategies available. First, appeal to partisanship: the speaker and the audience are united in 

their common difference from a third party (Burke, 1969, p. 22). Second, identification of the 

speaker’s cause with a kind of conduct already considered admirable by the audience, that is, “the 
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translation of one’s wishes into terms of an audience’s opinions” (Burke, 1969, p. 55 and 57). 

Third, there are purely formal devices of identification – argumentative patterns and procedures, 

tropes and figures that invite audience participation regardless of the specific subject matter. Such 

forms, Burke contends, have a universal appeal that, if successfully transferred to the matter at 

hand, may overpower audience resistances to a speaker’s proposition (Burke, 1969, p. 58). Burke’s 

concept of rhetorical identification places its emphasis on how the speaker can identify with the 

audience’s already existing values and beliefs, but also points to the speaker’s ability to change the 

audience’s identity. 

 Maurice Charland has elaborated upon the idea that rhetoric is not only about adapting 

a statement to the audiences’ existing identities. Rhetoric, Charland proposes, may not only alter the 

views of the audience, but can in fact constitute it as a group with a common identity. In his view 

“…the very existence of social subjects is already a rhetorical effect” (Charland, 1994, p. 211) and 

the type of rhetoric that creates this effect – that “calls its audience into being” – is labelled 

“constitutive” (Charland, 1994, p. 213). Constitutive rhetoric not only aims at creating a position for 

the speaker with which the audience already identifies, but holds up an identity for the audience to 

don.  

Such identification of the audience in the rhetorical utterance is, however, not 

necessarily restricted to the constitutive rhetoric in which a new collectivity is explicitly being 

created. Edwin Black has suggested that establishment of the “second persona” is basic to all 

rhetorical utterances and that it is in this move rather than in references to the speaker’s own 

character that the intention and value of the utterance is revealed (Black, 1970). Black proposes the 

second persona as the pivotal concept of his analysis in order to avoid falling subject to the 

intentional fallacy; instead of focusing on the relationship between the text and its author Black 

turns to the study of the audience conjectured in the text. However, Black proposes this move as a 

roundabout way of passing moral and intellectual judgement on the author, thereby implying that 

the author’s identity has by no means become irrelevant or external to the text (Black, 1970, p. 

110). There are two central concepts for analysing authorial identity in the text: ethos and first 

persona. These two concepts are somewhat overlapping, but distinguishable along the following 

lines:  

“…ethos refers to a set of characteristics that, if attributed to a writer [or speaker] on 
the basis of textual evidence, will enhance the writer’s credibility. Persona, on the other 
hand, […] provides a way of describing the roles authors create for themselves in 
written [or spoken] discourse given their representation of audience, subject matter, and 
other elements of context” (Cherry, 1998, p. 402).  
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The claim is that a persona is somehow more fictitious than the ethos. However, I concentrate my 

analysis entirely at the textual level, and only see the difference as being one of specificity. Whereas 

ethos refers to a predetermined set of characteristics (i.e. the Aristotelian qualities of wisdom, 

virtue, and goodwill), persona designates the multitude of traits that an author may attempt to 

present him- or herself as having.   

Following Burke it is recognised that the unity between the first and the second 

persona is often created through reference to a common ‘other’ or third persona, and the textual 

establishment of the third persona, therefore, indicates the rules and norms that underlie 

communicative interaction. Philip Wander has proposed that the third persona, marked by absences 

and explicit negations, is an expression of the possibilities and restrictions that condition the 

utterance. By studying the constitution of the third persona – ignored positions, unaddressed or 

excluded groups – the critic may reach understanding of the rules for producing discourse that are 

operative in the context in which the utterance is made (Wander, 1999, p. 376).  

The presence of first, second, and third personae in rhetorical utterances draws our 

attention to the interrelations between these different identificatory categories. The agency 

established in the utterance – that is, the capability for action, which the utterance ascribes to the 

personae – is a combination of ‘I’, ‘you’, ‘we’ and ‘they’ positions. Or, as Michael Leff puts the 

point:  

In the interpretative frame, agency refers not just to the use of character appeals but also 
to the way rhetors place themselves within a network of communicative relationships. 
At minimum, the explication of agency requires attention to: (1) the rhetor’s 
construction of self, (2) the rhetor’s construction of audience (what Edwin Black calls 
the ‘second persona’), and (3) the enactment within the text of the relationship between 
rhetor and audience (Leff, 2003, p. 9).  
 

I suggest that the speaker’s establishment of the third persona and the enactment of the relationship 

between it and the other two personae should be added to this list of issues that require attention. 

The study of textually established agencies and the relations between them enables the critic to 

account for both instrumental and generative aspects of rhetorical performance (Leff, 2003, pp. 6-

7).  

Furthermore, the combination of Charland’s constitutive rhetoric and Wander’s 

concept of the third persona points to the recursiveness of rhetorical identification; the utterance 

both draws upon established identities and creates new possibilities of identification. The identity 

formation of individual rhetorical utterances is related to already existent collectivities with or 

against which the speaker and the audience are identified in the same manner that individual and 
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public opinions relate to each other. The speaker is neither in a position to adapt freely to the 

perceived identity of the audience, nor capable of creating the audience entirely at his or her own 

will, but is instead constrained by personal and social identities that prefigure any concrete 

utterance. However, possibilities for change arise in the speaker’s ability to use the identities that 

exist beforehand creatively and to reconfigure the relationships between them.  

The three identificatory strategies that Burke enumerates are means by which speakers 

may establish new collective actors and create the agency needed for altering the social and political 

context in which they speak. Analysis of the rhetorical strategies, which are employed in 

constituting the textual positions of the first, second, and third personae, begins from the 

assumption of the recursive relationship between individual utterances and social settings. The aim 

of the analysis is both to explain how the social identities existing prior to the utterance constrain 

communicative interaction, and to investigate the concrete and perhaps altered possibilities for 

collective action that arise in and through the utterance. Analysis of this kind will complement the 

study of textual and contextual relationships in the investigation of the European debate.  

 

3.4.3. Legitimation 

The preceding presentations of the rhetorically informed understandings of public opinion 

formation and identification point to the connection between rhetoric and input and social 

legitimacy; legitimation in the participatory and the social senses are rhetorical processes (Lucaites, 

1981, p. 800) and can be studied as such.29 Also, it should be clear that both juridical and output 

legitimacy are often employed rhetorically – the two forms of legitimacy provide reasons in support 

of the speaker’s position in arguments like ‘the law says so’ or ‘the pursued policy has led to a 5% 

cut in public spending.’ But can these two forms of legitimation themselves be understood as 

rhetorical processes? As before, I shall leave the question of output legitimacy aside; the 

performance of political acts, in my view, has an obvious rhetorical dimension (the implementation 

                                                        
29 For an interesting suggestion as to how this criticism should be conducted see Robert Francesconi’s attempt to 
incorporate Habermas’ theory of legitimation into the rhetorical critical practice (Francesconi, 1986). Francesconi 
recommends evaluating the legitimising functions of political communication according to four criteria: “(1) 
Justifications of legitimacy should maintain consistency with the norms generated from the collective identity. (2) Such 
justifications should be criticizable and be capable of being argued rationally. (3) Justifications of legitimacy should in 
the general (or public) interest be considered rational. (4) Justifications of legitimacy should partake of procedures and 
presuppositions which have the power to produce consensus” (Francesconi, 1986, p. 20). I find these criteria to be 
illuminating, but they are subject to the same criticism as the norms of the bourgeois public sphere, and therefore I shall 
not employ them directly in my analysis. Instead of taking recourse to pre-established and possibly irrelevant or even 
distorting normative principles, I shall seek to explain and evaluate the meaning formation of the debate on the future of 
Europe on its own terms.  
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of a decision demands further persuasion), but investigation of this feature is not relevant to the 

present study. Exploring the possible rhetoricity of juridical legitimacy is, however, of great 

importance. Since the status of the constitutional text is pivotal to the legal and social scientific 

evaluations and recommendations for the EU, the full connection between the rhetorical perspective 

and the legal and social scientific understanding cannot be made before the relationship between 

rhetoric and legality has been explored. Also, this exploration is a justification of the claim that the 

rhetorical study of the debate on the future of Europe may, indeed, offer insight into which 

theoretical recommendation for the constitution of Europe is to be preferred.  

The traditional view of law is that it is a collection of autonomous rules and 

principles; in this view law is separated from politics and popular discourse, and rhetoric is granted 

no constitutive role in its creation (Hasian, 1994, p. 44). Recently, however, the opinion has 

emerged that there is no legal recourse outside of culture and that the foundational legal text is thus 

not an embodiment of universal principles, but a creative expression of contextually bounded norms 

and values. James Boyd White puts the point thus:  

It [the law] is always communal, both in the sense that it always takes place in a social 
context, and in the sense that it is always constitutive of the community by which it 
works. The law is an art of persuasion that creates the objects of its persuasion, for it 
constitutes both the community and the culture it commends (White, 1985, p. 35).  
 

The claim that the legal text has a genuinely community forming capacity is also an argument for 

the rhetorical nature of formal legality. Or put otherwise, the constitutional text cannot be separated 

from the political and social processes for which it provides the formal and procedural framework. 

Quite to the contrary law and community stand in a mutually constitutive relationship30 that is 

parallel to the relationships between personal and public opinions and between individual and 

collective identities discussed above. 

The rhetorically informed understanding of the reciprocal relationship between legal 

texts and social formations at once lends support to and seems to contradict the various postnational 

arguments about the development of a European polity. On the one hand, the rhetorical perspective 

argues the dynamic and thoroughly constituted character of all communities, but on the other hand 

it casts doubt on the feasibility of separating cultural and political identities, it questions whether it 

makes sense to distinguish ‘thin’ political affiliations from ‘thick’ cultural ties.31 If meaning and 

                                                        
30 J. Peter Burgess (2002) gives a particularly illuminating account of this relationship, expounding how the law must 
represent the community but can never become identical with it. 
31 As stated earlier these questions must be empirically studied, but I am now providing rhetorical reasons for the doubts 
that were previously raised intuitively.  
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identity is somehow interrelated as White suggests (White, 1984, p. 3) and as Ramírez’ theory of 

action implicitly supports, then there is no way of upholding a cultural identity apart from the 

political discussions in which one participates.  

The creation of societal identity and the establishment as well as the legitimation of 

corresponding political structures cannot be separated from the specific contexts in which these 

processes occur. However, the understanding of the dynamic interdependencies also leads to a 

realisation that “…the ‘we’ is not unitary but constituted and that no actor is ever entitled to speak 

for all of us” (White, 1985, p. 239). Thus, the rhetorical position actually endorses the view that a 

societal formation and its political institutions are never symbiotic, and that no political system is 

ever a natural expression of a community. Rather, social collectivities, political structures, and legal 

frameworks are mutually formative, and the constitutive power lies exactly in the tension between 

the social, political, and legal dimensions. Understanding the dynamic relationship between the 

social, political, and legal dimensions that in combination constitute democratic legitimacy is a third 

objective of the study. This objective will not be reached by means of specific analytical tools. 

Instead, the issue of legitimacy will be considered in and through the analyses of opinion formation 

and identification, and the concern with this issue will find its culmination in the evaluation of the 

various theoretical conception of the European constitutional entity.  

 The consideration of possible points of interpenetration between the social scientific 

concepts and the rhetorical perspective leads to a focus on the dynamic relations between the 

individual articulation and the general manifestation of each concept and on the interdependencies 

between legitimacy, identity and public opinion. The rhetorical emphasis on the communicative 

creation of meaning in a sense puts opinion formation at the centre of attention. It would, however, 

be more correct to say that legitimacy, identity and public opinion are all regarded as results of 

interactions in the communicative network of the public sphere; all are constituted in and through 

meaningful rhetorical acts. The following study will attempt to explain how this constitution of 

meaning is achieved in the debate on the future of Europe. The recursive relationship between the 

individual utterance and the general concepts will be studied in order to show how already existent 

understandings condition the debate and how the debate in turn alters the concepts. Having 

established the theoretical perspective and the conceptual framework I can now turn to the specific 

preparations for the analytical task. Accordingly, the next chapter will present the employed 

procedures for collecting the empirical data and introduce the two analytical rounds in which this 

material is studied. 
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4. 

Procedures for selecting and  

organising the empirical material 
 

 

 final preparatory step is necessary before the analytical endeavour can be undertaken: the 

empirical material and the rationales for its selection must be presented. Such presentation is 

the purpose of the ensuing chapter, which will end with an introduction of the actual analyses.  

 

4.1. Trajectories and turning points  

The debate on the future of Europe is an ongoing and multifaceted process developing in many 

different settings – local, national, and European. In order to capture these important spatio-

temporal features of the debate I have chosen to focus the analysis upon texts originating at 

different times and in various places. As will be explained later, the analysis of texts that originate 

in purely national as well as mixed contexts provides the spatial dispersion of the study. An 

adequate temporal distribution is not achieved by a random selection of texts that were put forward 

at different times; it must be ensured that the specific studied moments represent distinct stages in 

the debate. I employ the concepts of trajectory and turning point as means of ordering the debate 

into significantly different temporal stages and have chosen texts that form part of different stages 

as well as texts that mark the boundaries between such stages.  

The notions of trajectory and turning point originate in sociological studies of 

individual life courses. Trajectories designate sequences of events that seem to run along an already 

set course, whereas turning points mark changes in the life history. As Andrew Abbott remarks: 

“the smooth befores and afters are trajectories, linked by a relatively abrupt ‘turning point.’ They 

are stable regimes separated by unusual transitions” (Abbott, 2001, p. 247). The conceptual pair of 

trajectory and turning point has proven its worth in the study of many other phenomena than the life 

course, for instance political scientific studies of voting patterns and applied economics studies of 

business cycles (Abbott, 2001, p. 244). The concepts have also been applied to studies of meaning 

making (Mützel, 2002), and it is this usage that has inspired me to employ the notions in the study 

of the European debate. I thus understand the debate as an unfolding process consisting of various 

A 
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sequences that are internally coherent and marked off from each other by formal and substantial 

changes that occur at identifiable moments in time.  

Sociological studies are often inductive and quantitative, designed to find the exact 

locations of turning points and describe the changes they generate (Abbott, 2001, p. 245). I use the 

notion more loosely as a tool for structuring the analysis, and I presuppose rather than induce the 

turning points. The main purpose of my analysis is to explain how meaning is made in the debate, 

not to establish an exact account of the course of events. Therefore, I believe the usage of the 

concepts as a means of structuration that precedes the analysis rather than as an analytical outcome 

to be justified. I assume that the conditions of the debate change at moments of institutionalised 

European decision-making and poise European Council declarations concerning the European 

reform process as turning points of the debate. Accordingly, the discussions that go on between 

Council meetings constitute the trajectories.   

The debate on the future of Europe can be understood as a constant element in the 

process of European integration. But, as explained earlier, I have chosen to use the term to 

designate a course of events that was begun in May 2000 and will end when the EU’s new 

constitutional treaty has been ratified in all member states. Moreover, I have chosen to focus on the 

first stages of this debate, ending the careful textual analysis in December 2001 when the European 

Convention was established. I understand the debate as it unfolded from May 2000 to December 

2001 as consisting of two trajectories and two turning points. I locate the turning points in the two 

Council meetings that were held in Nice in December 2000 and in Laeken in December 2001. At 

the first of these meetings the debate on the future of the EU was officially recognised and decisions 

concerning the issues to be discussed and the procedures of discussion were laid down in the 

“Declaration on the Future of the Union” that was appended to the Treaty of Nice. At the second 

meeting the debate was institutionalised through the creation of the Convention, and the Laeken 

Declaration set down the mandate and composition of this body. The two declarations that resulted 

from the Nice and the Laeken summits form the textual marks of the turning points and are 

analysed as such. 

The two trajectories have time-spans from May 2000 to December 2000 and from 

December 2000 to December 2001. Each of these trajectories consists of an enormous number of 

utterances, and for practical purposes I have chosen to focus on what I consider to be three decisive 

moments in each of the two trajectories. A moment, as I understand it, is a specific articulation that 

is part of a trajectory; the moment contributes to the dynamic of the trajectory without altering its 
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course. The moment is like the turning point in that it moves the process of the debate along, and it 

differs from the turning point in that it does not in itself change the process.  

Figure 4: Turning points, trajectories and moments of the debate 

The moments I have selected are occasioned by the interventions of political leaders 

into the debate.1 The first moment of the first trajectory arises with the German Foreign Minister 

Joschka Fischer’s speech at the Humboldt University in Berlin on the 12th of May 2000.2 The 

second moment consists of a speech by José María Aznar who was then Spanish President of 

Government; this speech was delivered at the French Institute of Foreign Relations in Paris on the 

26th of September 2000. The British Prime Minister Tony Blair provides the third moment with his 

speech at the Polish Stock Exchange in Warsaw on the 6th of October 2000. In the second trajectory 

the first chosen moment is occasioned by a speech held at the Maison de Radio France in Paris on 

the 28th of May 2001 by Lionel Jospin, who was then Prime Minister of France. The second 

moment arises on the following day, the 29th of May 2001, with Commission President Romano 

Prodi’s speech at the Institut d’Etudes Politiques in Paris. The third moment is a speech delivered 

by Denmark’s Foreign Minister at the time, Mogens Lykketoft, on the 23rd of August 2001 at the 

                                                        
1 Policy speeches and statements of visions by leading politicians are central in spurring the European debate on. During 
the studied period there were many other significant interventions than the six I have singled out, and as will be seen in 
the analysis these other speeches cannot be completely disregarded as they form part of the debate’s communicative 
network. However, as I argue below, there are good reasons for focusing on the six chosen utterances.  
2 There are strong indications that this speech marked a turning point in its own right, but since I do not include any 
preceding material I cannot confirm this claim, and instead I study the speech as part of the trajectory it may have 
occasioned. 

                 Trajectory 1                                   Turning point 1  
 
 
        Fischer  Aznar  Blair             Nice Declaration 
(Berlin, 12/05/00)     (Paris, 26/09/00)        (Warsaw, 06/10/00)             (07-09/12/00) 
Moment 1               Moment 2          Moment 3 
 
                 Trajectory 2                  Turning point 2
 
 
        Jospin   Prodi               Lykketoft            Laeken Declaration
(Paris, 28/05/01)       (Paris, 29/05/01)     (Copenhagen, 23/08/01)         (14-15/12/01) 
Moment 4               Moment 5       Moment 6 
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Danish Council for Foreign Relations in Copenhagen.3 Figure 4 provides an overview of the 

temporal stages that are studied and the eight texts’ placement within them. 

 

4.2. Textual-intertextual analysis  

The six moments have been selected because of their dispersal over time and their setting in 

different contexts, but they have also been chosen for the similarities between them that make 

comparisons possible. Each speech is held by an incumbent national or – in the case of Romano 

Prodi – European politician and is explicitly presented as a contribution to the debate on the future 

Europe. Also, each intervention has been lifted out of its original speech situation and included on 

the EU’s ‘futurum’-website,4 a nodal point in the communicative network making up the European 

debate. Three of the speeches are delivered in the speakers’ own national contexts whereas the three 

others were delivered abroad, and all six speeches share the characteristic of addressing multiple 

audiences of both national and European scope.5 Thus, a certain degree of transversal of the various 

national contexts and intermingling of viewpoints and arguments can be assumed. Moreover, the 

fact that three of the speeches are held in academic settings, two in political arenas of symbolic or 

consultative rather than practical status, and one in journalistic surroundings points to a close 

interconnection between academia, political circles and the media.6 The six moments, then, are 

chosen in order to study regularities within the two trajectories, but they are also meant as keys to 

studying the interrelationship between the many national and European contexts within and between 

which the debate is conducted.  

The two declarations that mark the turning points and the six speeches that constitute 

important moments in the trajectories provide a platform for exploring the spatio-temporal 

developments of meaning making in the European debate. However, an exclusive focus on a total of 

eight texts would neither provide sufficient insight into the dynamics of meaning formation nor pay 

adequate attention to the relationship between texts and their contexts. In order to overcome this 

                                                        
3 The six speeches and two declarations are all available on the internet (see bibliography for details), but they are also 
reproduced in full in the appendices of this study (see appendix 1-8). 
4 www.europa.eu.int/futurum.  
5 I do not think that the fact that three of the speeches were delivered in Paris is of great significance, neither as a 
suggestion of the debate’s geographical centre, nor as a weakening of the representability of the chosen texts. The 
speakers have different backgrounds and therefore relate to the Paris setting differently; Paris constitutes a unique 
context for each of them. Of course, the spatial and temporal proximity links Jospin’s and Prodi’s speeches to each 
other, but this does not mean that their specific speaking conditions were the same.  
6 I have already pointed out that the interconnection between political and academic circles is typical of European 
debate. I suspect that the media in some ways open the closed political-academic circles to the public, in some ways 
participate in creating a realm of European discussion that is set off from other areas of political debate, but this is a 
point that must be substantiated analytically. 
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deficiency I propose to conduct a textual-intertextual analysis of the kind suggested by the 

rhetorical scholar Leah Ceccarelli. In a study, the purpose of which is similar to mine although it 

deals with a different type of meaning formation, Ceccarelli proposes that the close analysis of a 

text should be supplemented with evidence of the actual responses with which the text was met. 

Ceccarelli’s contention is that it is possible to explain how texts work by exploring the connection 

between rhetorical strategies and their effects on historical audiences – that is, the relationship 

between texts and their intertextually established contexts (Ceccarelli, 2001, p. 6). 

In my version of the textual-intertextual analysis there are eight texts, namely the two 

declarations and the six speeches, and the intertextual responses to these texts consist of articles and 

comments published in newspapers stemming from the five national contexts that are also 

represented by the speakers.7 I have chosen to focus on the responses made in newspapers in order 

to include the broader level of public opinion formation in each of the national contexts. 

Newspapers are often hailed as being of vital importance to the nation-builders of yore (Anderson, 

1991, p. 46), and although the printed press has been experiencing some decline as a result of 

competition from the electronic media it still plays a central role as national arena for public opinion 

formation. Moreover, the production of news is today so standardised that most media follow more 

or less the same agenda; the coverage of one mainstream medium may in many respects be 

considered representative of the media’s coverage as such. In the case of media coverage of 

political discussions the newspaper is arguably the most comprehensive medium: the papers’ 

traditional affiliation with specific political groups ensures that they take an interest in political 

issues and allows for some divergence between them. Although most newspapers have today cut 

their direct connections with political parties and as a matter of course adhere to the same news 

criteria as all other media, the papers remain the most politically involved of the news media. Many 

still overtly recognise political leanings, at least on their leader pages, and most devote more 

attention to political developments and discussions than the other media do.  

There is also a purely instrumental reason for choosing the newspapers as the source 

of intertextual responses to the eight texts: the existence of searchable electronic archives makes the 

newspapers’ coverage of the two declarations and six speeches readily available and allows the 

                                                        
7 In order to create total complementarity between texts and contexts, I should also have included responses from 
European news services. Such services exist – most notable is the European Voice that has an actual paper version, but 
internet services such as Agence Europe, EUObserver, and Euractive should also be mentioned. These services provide 
an inherently European level of mediation, but are mostly read by people working in or in close contact with the EU’s 
institutions and do not reach a broader public. Although the slight dispersion of the European news services justifies 
their exclusion somewhat, the main reason for my omission of them is, unfortunately, one of lack of access. Articles 
from these sources that dated back to May 2000 simply were not available.  
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generation of compatible sets of data. I have employed two such archives or databases, namely 

InfoMedia in the case of the Danish context and LexisNexis for the other four.8 From the totality of 

available sources 17 newspapers were selected: three from each of the French, German, and Spanish 

contexts and four from Denmark and England9 (see table 1).  

 
Country Denmark England France Germany Spain 

News-
papers 

Berlingske 
Tidende (BT), 
Information 
(Inf),  
Jyllands-Posten 
(JP),  
Politiken (Pol) 

Financial Times (FT), 
The Guardian (Guar), 
The Independent (Ind), 
The Times (Tim) 

Le Figaro (LF), 
Le Monde (LM), 
Libération (Lib) 

Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung 
(FAZ), 
 Süddeutsche 
Zeitung (SZ), 
 taz, die 
tageszeitung (taz) 

Cinco Días (CD), 
El País (EP), 
Expansión (Exp) 

Context10 BT, JP, and Pol 
are Denmark’s 
three major 
national 
morning papers. 
Inf is a smaller, 
intellectual 
paper included 
for its full 
coverage of 
EU-matters. 

Guar, Ind, and Tim are 
major national dailies. 
The economic 
newspaper FT is 
included for its 
European scope. The 
absence of tabloids is 
especially problematic 
in the English case as 
the tabloids hold a 
large share of the 
market and are very 
outspoken on 
European issues. 

The French press 
is particularly 
politicised; Lib is 
socialist in 
inclination, LM 
reveres an ideal of 
balanced, in-depth 
coverage, but 
remains attached 
to left-of-centre 
goals, and LF has 
Gaullist 
sympathies 

The German press is 
extremely 
regionalised. FAZ, 
SZ, and taz are 
among the few 
nationally read 
newspapers, but 
having national 
readerships does not 
rule out regional 
attachments as FAZ 
and SZ immediately 
reveal in their titles. 

The Spanish press is 
also regionalised, 
but three national 
papers exist, EP 
being the largest. 
Unfortunately, the 
other two (ABC and 
El Mundo) were not 
available in the 
LexisNexis 
database. CD and 
Exp are economic 
newspapers of the 
FT type. 

Table 1: Presentation of the 17 newspapers included in the study 

All the chosen newspapers belong to the so-called serious press; there are no tabloids 

among them and thus ‘popular’ opinion formation in the somewhat derogatory sense of the word is 

not represented. The lack of tabloid newspapers is, at least in some national contexts, a major 

setback for my study’s claim of representing mainstream opinion formation. However, I have 

prioritised cross-national compatibility over national representability, and since I did not have 

                                                        
8 Both are electronic databases available to subscribers; I have accessed them through the library of the Copenhagen 
Business School: http://www.cbs.dk/library. 
9 Although the chosen newspapers are published in all of the UK they all have their base in London and do not 
necessarily represent Scotch, Welsh or other regional views. In order to avoid the risk of being accused of ignoring 
regional differences I term the newspapers and the viewpoints they represent English rather than British. However, the 
newspapers themselves do not seem to make this distinction, and I shall be referring to British views when the coverage 
does so, but not in my own characterisation of the coverage. A similar argument about the partiality of the represented 
nationality could be made in the case of the Spanish newspapers. These newspapers do not represent Spanish regional 
identities such as the Basque or the Catalan, but a term for Spain and the Spanish national identity in the restricted sense 
that could parallel England and English in the British case does not exist (at least not in the English language). 
Therefore, all I can do is notice that the Spanish national context presented here is a majority position from which 
significant regional minorities actively delineate themselves. 
10 The information about the national contexts is obtained from the European Journalism Centre’s website (www.ejc.nl), 
Kuhn (1995), and Seymour-Ure (1996).  
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access to newspapers of the more popular type from all countries I have chosen to disregard them 

altogether. The exclusion of popular media of both the printed and the electronic kind can also be 

justified on the basis of the serious newspapers’ special status as both strictly national media and as 

the media with the most thorough coverage of political issues – European and otherwise.11 

The papers are in a sense both the least and the most likely arenas for supranational 

opinion formation to emerge and therefore constitute a particularly interesting field of study. The 

papers offer one among several possible representations of the national publics – surely their image 

is a biased one, but just as surely it is influential. My study will not discuss internal differences of 

the various national contexts; the purpose of the investigation is to compare and contrast the 

different national versions of the debate. Hence, I will only consider features that are typical of the 

national representations and enactments of the European debate. The direction towards the 

interrelations of the contexts is caused by my interest in European opinion formation, but it is also 

an attempt to cope with the vastness of each national context. Rather than claiming in-depth 

knowledge of each of the five national contexts, I explicitly and exclusively focus on the contextual 

information that appears in the selected intertextual material. I explain the characteristics of the 

national contexts as these emerge from the transnational comparison rather than as a result of 

studies of each context in isolation. My study is textual and comparative and finds its limitation, but 

also its main justification in these two traits. At the national level, then, differences will be 

smoothed over in order to establish a general impression and understanding of emerging 

commonalities and remaining differences of the European debate as it is articulated in the national 

contexts.12 

Having selected the 17 newspapers whose coverage of the two declarations and six 

speeches is to provide the intertextual dimension of the textual-intertextual analysis, I set specific 

temporal boundaries around the surveys for intertextual references. In order to facilitate searches 

that are both precise and exhaustive, the surveyed periods for each studied moment and turning 

point were limited to ten days (see table 2). When the period is limited to ten days one can set rather 

                                                        
11 Nevertheless, the socio-demographic leanings of my data should be recognised. The opinion formation processes that 
the newspapers reflect and participate in primarily include the intellectual and political elites who beforehand can be 
estimated to be the most likely to care about European issues and most likely to engage in European debate. This puts 
restrictions on what I can claim to be studying; I may point out the emergence of common European modes of 
discussing EU matters, but cannot ascertain the depth of such Europeanisation.  However, the data does allow me to 
draw general conclusions on the limits of the convergence, the point being that if those most likely to discuss the EU in 
European terms do not do so, then there is little likelihood that such discussions are emerging elsewhere.  
12 This disregard for admittedly salient features in the name of cross-national compatibility also extends to the issue of 
party politics. I shall not seek to explain the speakers’ proposals in terms of party affiliations, but only as they relate to 
and seek to establish specific national and common European positions.  
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precise search terms: the speaker’s name and “speech” in the case of the six moments and the name 

of the city in which the Council meeting was held and “declaration” for the two turning points. The 

results include all the relevant articles published within the ten days, and the sets of data are not 

unmanageably large. See appendix 9 for a list of all the articles of the eight ten-day samples; each 

sample will be presented in detail in the course of the textual-intertextual analysis. 

 
Turning point/moment Survey period 

Fischer’s speech, 12th of May 2000 10/05/00 – 19/05/00 

Aznar’s speech, 26th of September 2000 24/09/00 – 03/10/00 

Blair’s speech, 6th of October 2000 04/10/00 –13/10/00 

The Nice Declaration, 7th-9th of December 2000 05/12/00 – 14/12/00 

Jospin’s speech, 28th of May 2001 26/05/01 – 04/06/01 

Prodi’s speech, 29th of May 2001 27/05/01 – 05/06/01 

Lykketoft’s speech, 23rd of August 2001 21/08/01 – 30/08/01 

The Laeken Declaration, 14th-15th of December 2001 12/12/01 – 21/12/01 

Table 2: The turning points/moments and their corresponding survey periods 

 

4.3. Scope and representability of the study 

When studying something as large and as complex as the meaning formation in the communicative 

network constituting the debate on the future of Europe one cannot possibly cover everything, and it 

is necessary to focus the investigation on specific arenas and concrete events. That is what I have 

done with my choice of the two declarations, the six speeches and the coverage of these eight events 

by newspapers published in five national contexts. The eight events and five contexts are not 

representative of the debate as such, but the in-depth study of them can yield insights into the 

specific dynamics of meaning making that are important in their own right. Moreover, the choice of 

the five national contexts means that most of the major groupings that have typically dominated the 

cross-national EU-dialogue are represented in the study.13  

                                                        
13 I here present categories that are established on the basis of features that pertain to each nation-state regardless of the 
political orientation of the incumbent government. Of course, there are also cross-national alliances based on party 
affiliations, but at the governmental level these are not always dominating. For example, it is common knowledge to 
commentators on European affairs that Blair’s New Labour views and Aznar’s Conservative position were often in 
agreement. And the commentators also agree that when Lionel Jospin was still the French Prime Minister the social 
democratic German chancellor Gerhard Schröder nevertheless worked better with the Gaullist French president Jacques 
Chirac than with the socialist PM.   
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It is often said that the process of European integration was begun in order to prevent 

France and Germany from ever going to war against each other again. Bearing this in mind it is 

hardly surprising that both of these countries have traditionally been positive towards European 

integration and that many conceptions of the integration process view co-operation between France 

and Germany as the ‘motor’ of integration. France and Germany represent the original and the 

integrationist EU-members, and like the UK they are also large member-states. England (and the 

British government, but not necessarily other British nations like the Scots or the Welsh) has since 

its entry into the EC in 1973 taken a more tentative position, and Denmark, which entered the 

community at the same time as Britain, has often held similar sceptical views. Denmark, moreover, 

is a small country and a northern one, whereas Spain is a medium-sized, southern country. Spain, 

with its entry in 1986, also represents the group of recent members with a shorter democratic 

history14 than the original and medium-term members.  

The five chosen national contexts represent large, medium and small member states as 

well as founding, medium-term and recently entered members. Furthermore, both the North-South 

and the integrationist-sceptic divides are represented. However, it should also be admitted that the 

choice of these five contexts is conditioned by my ability to understand the languages of these 

contexts, and by my realisation that five would probably be the maximum number of national 

contexts that I would be able to handle. The necessary delineation of the specific elements of the 

vast material that I have chosen to study has, then, to some extent been predetermined by these 

constraints. Nevertheless, I feel confident that the chosen texts and contexts can provide insights 

into important features of the multitudinous processes of meaning making. If a discussion of 

European matters that transcends national discourse – a European public sphere – is emergent or is 

to emerge, it will surely be as an admixture of elements that are already existent at the national 

levels. By studying the five chosen contexts, one should be able to locate synergies between 

nationally bound discussions, out of which a genuinely European debate could form, if such 

synergies exist at all. Hence, I submit that the chosen set of data is adequate for a comparative study 

of various national articulations of the debate on the future of Europe that aims at locating 

indications of the emergence of a genuinely supranational mode of discussion while remaining 

sensitive to persistent national differences. 

 

                                                        
14 The countries that entered in the 1990s – Austria, Sweden, and Finland – do not share this feature, but the Eastern 
European countries included in the present round of enlargement do.  
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4.4. Presentation of the analyses 

In my usage, the conceptual pair of trajectory and turning point and the textual-intertextual mode of 

analysis primarily serve as means of organisation, as guidelines for selecting and ordering the 

empirical material. The investigation of the selected material will consist of two analytical rounds. 

In the first round of analysis (chapter 5) the six speeches, two declarations, and the newspapers’ 

coverage of them will be presented. Here, I shall focus on the speaker- and audience-positions, the 

personae, and the agency options created in the eight main texts. Furthermore, I shall seek to 

establish the relationships between the texts and the responses to them, and I shall describe the 

dynamic of the debate as it unfolds chronologically. The purpose of the first round of analysis is to 

create an overview of the sequence of events and the communicative network of which the debate 

consists and to provide a first characterisation of the positions available to the participants in the 

debate.  

The former aim entails a focus on public opinion formation, and here convergences 

and persisting disparities will be established. To that end, I shall be especially attentive to the 

centripetal and centrifugal forces of the debate. The search for unifying and diversifying features is 

inspired by Mikhail Bakhtin’s understanding that these two opposite dynamics co-exist in any 

communicative process (Farmer, 1998, p. xviii). Analysis of these forces not only illuminates the 

different existing versions of the debate, but also points to conservative and reformatory elements of 

the discussions. In order to reach the second aim of the first round of analysis – establishment of the 

positions and proposals forwarded by the participants in the debate – I shall prioritise the issue of 

collective identity formation. In the first round of analysis I shall explore how first, second, and 

third personae are constituted in the utterances, and seek to establish how the identification of the 

various personae enables and delimits further participation in the debate. At this stage legitimation 

will be studied primarily in the speaker’s direct appeal to legitimacy and in the two declarations’ 

establishment of official positions that are perceived as being legitimate. That is, I shall be 

introducing the relationship between legitimacy, identity, and public opinion as political actors 

addressing the broader public explicitly conceive it.  

The second round of analysis (chapter 6) concentrates on the spatio-temporal relations 

that are established within the individual utterances and on the substantial and formal features that 

link the various utterances to each other. Whereas the first round of debate is conducted 

chronologically and relies heavily on the notions of the trajectory and the turning point as well as on 

the textual-intertextual mode of analysis, the second round is conceptually guided and studies the 
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utterances according to generic categories. During this investigation the concepts of topos, kairos, 

and chronotope will take over the guiding role, which the trajectory-turning point and textual-

intertextual distinctions played in the first analytical round. The final analytical moment in which 

generic and dynamic features will be brought together will be steered by the concept of telos. These 

four analytical concepts – of which three were briefly mentioned in the establishment of the 

rhetorical perspective – will be introduced further when they are taken into use.  

The purpose of the second round of investigation is to explain how meaning is created 

within and between the utterances. General assessments of the five national versions of the debate 

on the future of Europe will be made, and it will be discussed whether and how a debate that 

transcends national contexts and takes on genuinely European proportions may be emerging. The 

analysis will culminate in an empirically informed reconsideration of the relationships between 

legitimacy, identity and opinion formation in the context of the EU, and on that basis the evaluation 

of the theories of European constitution will be conducted.  

Since both rounds of analysis deal with the same set of texts there will be some 

overlap between them. Yet the two rounds have different explanatory purposes, wherefore the 

recurrence will hopefully not become circular. To sum up the analytical procedure and the purposes 

of the two analytical rounds it could be said that the first deals primarily with the what of the debate 

and that the second focuses on the how. First, I shall be looking at what meanings are articulated in 

the different contexts and what developments occurred in the debate as a whole, establishing the 

main features of the various contexts and the general developments of the debate as such. Second, I 

shall seek to explain how the meanings were constituted and explore the various modes of national 

and European meaning formation.  

Common to both rounds of analysis is the general concern with explaining the 

meaning formation of the debate in terms of the interdependency between the general and the 

particular, the established and the emerging. Moreover, the rhetorical-social scientific 

understanding of public opinion formation, identification, legitimation and the relationships 

between these three processes constantly guides the analytical endeavour. A final unifying feature is 

that the entire study is conducted from within the constitutionist rhetorical perspective. The study is 

aimed at explaining how meaning is formed in concrete situations and processes and all analytical 

insights and conclusions remain hermeneutically bound to the utterances under study. 
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5.  

First round of analysis 
 

 

he first round of analysis proceeds chronologically. I shall treat each of the six moments in 

the two trajectories by first presenting the speech in question and then turning to the 

newspapers’ coverage of it. When analysing the reactions to the speeches, I shall divide the 

coverage according to national contexts. When studying the reactions to the two Council 

declarations that mark the turning points of the debate I shall treat the press coverage as a whole. 

This choice of analytical strategy in a sense reflects Jürgen Habermas’ suggestion that a common 

European public sphere emerges during Council meetings (Habermas, 2001, p. 9), but it also aims 

at discerning how convergent the coverage actually is. By treating the press coverage of the 

moments and the turning points in these two different ways I seek to emphasise both differences 

between the national contexts and European similarities.  

 A note should be made on the quotation practice employed in the analytical sections. 

When quoting from or referring to the speeches and declarations I indicate the corresponding line-

numbers of the texts as they appear in the appendices. When referring to newspaper articles I 

indicate the paper in which the article appeared and the date of appearance; further information 

enabling the reader to relocate the article in question can be found in appendix 9. In order to 

promote the readability of the text, I have relegated references to lists of articles to footnotes, and 

only include such references in the text when dealing with direct quotes. Also for the sake of 

readability, I have chosen to render all quotations in English, and readers wishing to consult the 

original texts are referred to the appendices. Although I have had recourse to English versions of all 

the speeches (except Aznar’s which to the best of my knowledge only exists in Spanish), the 

analyses of both speeches and articles are primarily based on the original texts, and I am myself 

responsible for the correctness of all translations. The declarations exist in all the EU’s official 

languages, and I have chosen to work exclusively with the English versions of these.1     

 

                                                        
1 I recognise that the question of translation is not an unproblematic one, but I have chosen to bracket the language issue 
as far as possible in order to study differences and similarities of formal and substantial features within and between 
national contexts. If such bracketing is not performed, it seems that one has to resort to a priori acceptance of Grimm’s 
assertion about the lack of a European level of public debate, and in that case this study would have ended before it was 
begun.  

T 
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5.1. Trajectory one: deepening and widening 

The first of the two trajectories begins with Fischer’s speech from the 12th of May 2000 and ends 

with the turning point of the Nice Summit. Fischer’s speech and the utterances by Aznar and Blair 

mark the three moments of the trajectory. As mentioned, I shall first present the constitution of 

personae and agency of each speech and then account for the reactions to the speeches as these 

appeared in the press coverage of the five national contexts. 

 

5.1.1. “Erosion or integration” – Fischer in Berlin 

Presentation of the speech  

On the 12th of May 2000 the German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer addressed an immediate 

audience of students, diplomats, and journalists2 at the Humboldt University of Berlin. Under the 

heading “From Confederacy to Federation – thoughts on the finality of European integration”3 he 

presented his visions for Europe.  

According to Fischer the EU is currently facing two main challenges: the processes of 

widening the Union by accepting new member states and deepening the political integration of the 

EU. Fischer sees these processes as being necessarily connected; he claims that enlargement, in 

itself an undeniable process, makes deeper integration necessary. The pending enlargement is one 

of the main reasons why the finality for Europe, in Fischer’s opinion, must be the development of a 

European Federation that is based on a constitutional text.  

 

Constitution of personae 

In the Humboldt-speech Joschka Fischer carefully points out that he is not speaking on behalf of the 

German government. He asks the audience to allow him to step out of the role of foreign minister 

for the duration of the speech (ll. 20-23) and announces his speaking position to be that of a 

convinced European and German parliamentarian (ll. 31-32). The reason for this positioning, 

Fischer says, is that he wants to contribute to the fundamental and conceptual public discussion on 

the future of Europe and the finality4 of the European project, and the official role may restrict such 

public reflection (ll. 20-32). In a second round of explicit positioning Fischer adds one more reason 

for speaking as a private person: he does not want to cause the anger or fear of anybody. Here, 

                                                        
2 According to Financial Times’ report from the event (FT 13/05/00).  
3 “Vom Staatenverbund zur Föderation – Gedanken über die Finalität der europäischen Integration.” 
4 It should be noted that the conventional English understanding of finality as something completed and irrevocable is at 
odds with the French and German usage of the term, which refers to the aim or purpose of something (Walker, 2002, p. 
1).  
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Fischer appeals to “all the Eurosceptics on this and the other side of the Channel” and asks them not 

to “produce the big headlines” (ll. 196-198).  

By removing the weight of officialdom from his words, Fischer creates a speaking 

position that gives him maximum freedom to speak his mind without causing an outrage. Yet in 

assuming that his speech will be heard and taken seriously by other audiences than the immediate 

one, Fischer seems to take for granted that his position is authoritative, whereby he creates a tension 

between the pledged speaking position and the presupposed agency. Even if Fischer is speaking as a 

private person he assumes that he has the power to set the European agenda, an act that arguably 

must be performed from an official position in order to succeed.  

 The reference to the Eurosceptics is the speech’s first attempt to anticipate negative 

reactions. Another anticipatory move is performed during the discussion of the federation Fischer 

sees as the ultimate aim of the European integration process (ll. 281-283). Through the two 

anticipations, Fischer positions the Eurosceptics in general and the British in particular in relation to 

the speech. He recognises that people who are resistant towards the EU may overhear the speech, 

but does not invite these people to consider whether his arguments might hold any persuasive force 

for them. Instead of engaging in dialogue with these parties, Fischer divides them off from the 

primary audience of the speech. By asking sceptics to keep quiet and telling them not to become 

annoyed at his choice of words or fear his theses (ll. 200-201), Fischer positions the Eurosceptic 

persona as a passive one, a third persona without agency in the debate that the speech seeks to 

initiate.  

The second persona that Fischer creates is decidedly pro-European, but Fischer also 

projects a sense of national identity that may appeal to hesitant and unresolved listeners. “Europe is 

not a new continent,” says Fischer, “but full of different peoples, cultures, languages and histories. 

The nation-states are realities that cannot be thought away, and the more globalisation and 

Europeanisation create superstructures and anonymous actors remote from the citizens, the more the 

people will hold on to the nation-states that mediate security” (ll. 221-226). The European citizens 

with their national identities and the nation-states that represent these identities, then, are presented 

as active personae, participants in the realisation of Fischer’s goals.  

 The audience, to whom the arguments about the necessity of political integration 

and the national involvement in this process are addressed, is first and foremost German. In 

the course of the historic narrative, Fischer repeatedly presents that which is generally true for 

Europe as being a fortiori true for Germany. This goes for the fatal price a backward move or 



The Constitution of Meaning 

 82

a standstill in integration would demand (ll. 48-52), the historical lessons about the value of 

integration (ll. 80-82), the consequences of European division and its termination (ll. 92-97), 

the damaging effect it would have if all the European states were not bound by an overarching 

order (ll. 114-117), and for the national interests inherent in enlargement (l. 160). Thus, 

Fischer consistently identifies the Germans with proposals for deeper European integration, 

thereby positioning them as the most European of Europeans. The identity Fischer envisions 

for his German audience corresponds exactly to the dual identity with which he has endowed 

himself: European and German.  

 Fischer excludes one group, the Eurosceptics, and especially the British Eurosceptics, 

from his address and identifies another, the Germans, completely with his own position. In the 

speech Fischer mentions a third national group, the French, whom he projects as being closely 

allied with the Germans in the creation of Europe. The French and the German personae are not the 

only national agents that are positioned as active participants in the realisation of Fischer’s vision 

for the future of Europe. However, France, Germany, and other non-specified integrationist member 

states hold especially important agencies as they may unite in a “centre of gravity” and constitute 

“the avant-garde” or “locomotive” for the completion of political integration (ll. 364-365). 

 Fischer’s positioning of himself and his main audiences is an attempt to overcome the 

division between national and European identity that Eurosceptics pose as their prime cause for 

resistance to the European project. However, Fischer does not directly aim to dissuade the sceptics 

of their present beliefs. Instead, he constitutes identities for his primary audience – defined in 

national terms as the French and the Germans – that impair scepticism as such. Fischer does not 

create one exclusive audience position, but he does attempt to set the stage for future debate in such 

a way that it requires participants to identify with a positive and constructive stance towards the EU. 

In this setting, limiting the EU’s powers is not an option (ll. 12-15, ll. 48-52 and ll. 297-298), and 

the main issue for further discussion is how the European finality can best be conceptualised and 

obtained. Only speakers willing to accept these preconditions are endowed with agency in Fischer’s 

framing of the debate. 
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5.1.2. Fischer and the final federation – the press coverage of Fischer’s speech 

Germany: surveying the reactions to the speech 

The German sample consists of a total of 26 pieces, three of which are commentaries; figure 5 

provides an overview of the articles and the sequence in which they were published. The coverage 

takes its starting point in recent criticisms of Fischer: he has been accused of having lost his energy 

and power of initiative, and the speech is seen as an answer to these charges.5 On a more general 

note, Fischer is said to be responding to the citizens’ waning support for the European project.6 The 

articles published right after the delivery of the speech have taken up Fischer´s account of the 

double challenges of enlarging the EU and reforming its institutional structure, and they present the 

speech as an attempt to tackle these two challenges.7  

 
Later articles attend to different reactions to the speech. The groups whose voices are 

heard include: the German opposition, the French government and other French  political actors, the 

British press and British politicians of both government and opposition, a number of smaller 

member states, the European Commission, and the European Parliament.8 In the cacophony of  

                                                        
5 SZ 12/05/00, taz 13/05/00D. 
6 SZ 13/05/00A. 
7 taz 13/05/00A+C, SZ 13/05/00A. 
8 taz 15/05/00B, SZ 15/05/00B, SZ 16/05/00, taz 17/05/00, SZ 17/05/00B, SZ 18/05/00A,C,D+E, FAZ 18/05/00, SZ 
19/05/00A, FAZ 19/05/00. The reactions, with the exception of the British, are by and large presented as being positive. 
Some nuances are provided in the coverage of the German opposition’s and the members of the European Parliament’s 
reactions; here elements of the speech are criticised, but the initiative and the general direction of Fischer’s proposals 
are complimented. Only one article, entitled “Europe needs no visions” (taz 15/05/00B), leaves the impression that the 
speech was mostly met with scepticism. 

Figure 5: The German coverage of Fischer's speech
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voices a warm French tone of approval rings through clearly. And this tone is picked up in a 

number of articles that ponder whether Fischer’s speech will impact the Franco-German 

relationship positively.9  

 The possibility of implementing Fischer’s ideas is discussed in several articles. The 

views expressed range from the hope that Fischer’s initiative will spark more discussion to the 

claim that Fischer’s ideas will form part of a common Franco-German proposal for the institutional 

reforms that are to prepare the EU for enlargement.10 Between these extremes lie the lament that 

Fischer did not include specific proposals for the current IGC, the irritation that he did not present 

his ideas officially, and the call to transform the thoughts into action.11  

  

France: let the debate begin 

The French ten-day sample contains 28 articles in all (see figure 6); 6 of the texts are commentaries 

and there is one leader. In the French coverage Fischer’s speech is sometimes perceived in the 

context of preparing for enlargement.12 Also, it is presented in the context of the upcoming French 

EU-presidency and the IGC to be held during that presidency.13 But most importantly, the speech is 

seen as an attempt to launch a broad and fundamental debate on European finality.14 Fischer’s 

speech is said to break with a reportedly dominant “minimalist” or “realist” approach to integration 

in which only goals that are immediately realisable can be discussed. Repeatedly, it is stated that 

Fischer’s speech provides an opportunity, which should not be ignored.15  

Having set the context for reception of Fischer’s message, the French coverage attends 

to a number of reactions to the speech,16 and a substantial part of the sample is made up of first-

hand responses in the form of evaluative articles. All of the evaluative pieces view Fischer’s 

statement positively: they all applaud the initiative, most agree with the overall goal of the speech, 

and some take up the detailed discussion of what will be the best means of achieving the commonly 

perceived end. The tone is struck by a Le Monde leader (15/05/00A) entitled “Danke schön, M. 

                                                        
9SZ 17/05/00A, SZ 18/05/00B+C, SZ 19/05/00B. 
10 SZ 17/05/00A, SZ 18/05/00A. 
11 FAZ 18/05/00, taz 16/05/00, SZ 17/05/00B. 
12 LF 13/05/00, Lib 13/05/00, Lib 16/05/00. The claim that the enlargement process must be accompanied with deeper 
political integration is widely accepted. 
13 Lib 13/05/00, LM 13/05/00B, LM 15/05/00D, Lib 19/05/00C+D. The question is whether Fischer’s proposals come at 
a convenient time or not. 
14 LM 11/05/00, LF 12/05/00, Lib 15/05/00, LM 15/05/00B+D, Lib 16/05/00, Lib 19/05/00. 
15 LM 13/05/00, Lib 15/05/00, LM 15/05/00B+D, Lib 19/05/00D, LF 19/05/00A. 
16 Among the mentioned reactions are those of the French, German, and British politicians of both government and 
opposition parties (LM 13/05/00A+B, LF 13/05/00, Lib 13/05/00, LM 15/05/00D-F, Lib 15/05/00, LF 18/05/00A, Lib 
19/05/00C+D, LF 19/05/00A).  
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Fischer,” and it reaches its climax in Le Figaro’s editor’s call for the French government to present 

its own vision, “because that which Berlin has started, France should conclude” (19/05/00B). 

 

England: who’s afraid of Joschka Fischer? 

The English sample has two commentaries and one letter out of a total of 19 articles (see figure 7).  

 
The one article that precedes Fischer’s speech sets the intervention in the context of a recent survey 

that shows the German support for the European project to be declining.17 The focus of the first four 

articles that follow Fischer’s speech is his attempt to strengthen the Franco-German axis.18 These 

articles all mention Fischer’s assurance that the ideas presented in the speech and the use of the 

                                                        
17 Tim 11/05/00. 
18 Tim 13/05/00, Ind 13/05/00, Guar 13/05/00, FT 13/05/00. 

Figure 6: The French coverage of Fischer's speech
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Figure 7: The English coverage of Fischer's speech
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term federation are not meant as a provocation and should not be feared. Yet all articles convey a 

general understanding of the speech as having a negative impact on the British government’s 

relations to Germany and on the British position in the EU as such. This understanding is either 

presented as the central meaning of the speech,19 or it emerges in British reactions to it.20 The 

reactions of the British Labour government and the Conservative opposition are given equal 

attention, and both reactions seem to follow consistent patterns. The Conservatives are presented as 

being furious at Fischer’s proposals, but satisfied that he has “…blown the lid off Europe’s 

superstate agenda” (Ind 14/05/00). The government emphasises that Fischer’s is a minority position 

and a personal view, but also claims that the existence of positions such as his underlines the 

importance of continued British involvement in Europe.  

Following the first days’ focus on the content of the speech and the immediate 

responses by the British government and opposition, the coverage is broadened to include other 

reactions and to consider the wider context of the speech. The reported reactions include those of 

French and German politicians and of the European Commission.21 Furthermore, direct responses in 

the form of commentaries now appear, and these commentaries display a willingness to take up 

Fischer’s invitation and discuss his proposals constructively that is not present anywhere else in the 

English coverage.22 

The vast majority of the English coverage of Fischer’s speech is centred upon the 

theme of whether or not the speech presents a threat to Britain’s position in Europe.23 Seemingly 

unable or unwilling to discuss the substance of Fischer’s proposals, the newspaper coverage of the 

speech and the reactions to it focuses on tactical aspects especially as they pertain to the upcoming 

summit at Nice – what alliances are being forged? What negotiating positions are available? The 

                                                        
19 “Britain was given notice yesterday that it faced being isolated from a new ‘fast-track’ European federation” (Tim 
13/05/00). “Germany is pulling away from Britain and moving closer to France again as it seeks to build up a federalist 
Europe” (Ind 13/05/00).  
20 Ind 13/05/00, Tim 13/05/00, Guar 13/05/00, Ind 14/05/00. 
21 FT 16/05/00, Guar 16/05/00, FT 18/05/00, Guar 18/05/00, Tim 19/05/00A+B, Guar 19/05/00. 
22 The lone letter of the sample (Tim 17/05/00) is authored by Andrew Duff, a British Liberal Democrat member of the 
European Parliament and fervent federalist, and one commentary (FT 19/05/00A) is by Dominique Moisi, deputy 
director of the French Institute for International Relations. The identities of these commentators account for their 
willingness to participate in the debate as Fischer proposes it should be conducted. The other commentary (FT 
18/05/00) is written by two Financial Times reporters and, unsurprisingly, it also proves willing to discuss Fischer’s 
propositions positively.  
23 The theme of the connection between institutional reform and enlargement is mentioned in passing (Guar 13/05/00) 
or presented as one of Fischer’s reasons why France and Germany need to collaborate closely (FT 13/05/00). In the 
British context it is, however, also possible to use the pending enlargement as an argument against conducting 
fundamental discussions at the moment (Tim 19/05/00).  



  5. First round of analysis  

 87

broader prospects of a debate on the finality of Europe is welcomed by a few enthusiasts, but 

generally it is “…met with a frosty silence from Britain” (Guar 18/05/00). 

 
Denmark: interferences in the euro-debate 

There are nine articles in the Danish sample (see figure 8), eight news stories and one commentary. 

In the Danish coverage Fischer’s speech is frequently seen in the context of the upcoming Danish 

referendum on accession to the EMU and the single European currency.24 Fischer’s speech 

coincides with an intervention into the Danish euro-debate by Commission President Romano 

Prodi, and both statements are taken to reveal that accession to the common currency is a 

thoroughly political process. 

 
The contextualisation of the speech in terms of the Danish euro-debate includes 

Danish politicians’ reactions to it. The Eurosceptics and advocates of a ‘no’ in the referendum are 

reported to be happy with the honesty of the proposals whereas proponents of a ‘yes’ seek to 

downplay Fischer’s message and the role it will have.25 There is some disagreement over the 

importance and potential impact of the speech at the European level.26 However, it is characteristic 

of all the Danish coverage that it only discusses Fischer’s speech actively when the utterance is 

reinterpreted as a contribution to the national discussion of Denmark’s affiliation with the EU in 

                                                        
24 Pol 13/05/00A+B, JP 14/05/00, Pol 14/05/00A, Pol 18/05/00. The referendum was held on the 28th of September 
2000 and resulted in a rejection of the euro by a majority of the voters (53.2 % voted against, 46.8% in favour).  
25 Pol 13/05/00A+B. The Eurosceptics, of course, disagree with everything Fischer says and only applaud his honesty. 
In a similar vein, one article reports that while the Danish supporters of further European integration emphasise the 
substantial differences between their own and Fischer’s views, they welcome the broader debate to which the speech 
contributes (Pol 14/05/00A). 
26 Pol 14/05/00A, Inf 16/05/00. 

Figure 8: The Danish coverage of Fischer's speech
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general and the euro in particular. The broader European debate that Fischer’s speech is said to 

inspire is typically reported rather than enacted.27 

 

Spain: the placid bystander 

The Spanish ten-day sample consists of only six articles (see figure 9), one of which is a 

commentary. In the Spanish coverage of Fischer’s speech, the discussion of European political 

integration is typically related to the thematic of how to ensure the EU’s economic strength.28 

Fischer’s emphasis on the connection between enlarging the EU and strengthening its political 

dimension is not mentioned at all. 

 
 The most frequently emphasised issue is the question of the Franco-German 

relationship. Several articles state that Fischer’s speech should be seen as an attempt to revive the 

connection, and the French reception of the German invitation is also a recurrent theme.29 In all 

articles it is agreed that the Franco-German ties are no longer as close as they once were, but there 

are different interpretations of the effect Fischer’s speech will have on the relationship.  

The reactions of other countries than France are only mentioned one time. Here it is 

stated that “…although it [the speech] is hair-raising to some Eurosceptics in London and 

Copenhagen, or even Madrid, it contributes decisively to reactivating the debate on the construction 

                                                        
27 The exception to this rule is the sample’s lone commentary (Pol 14/05/00B). Here Politiken’s editor in chief discusses 
Fischer’s proposals from the perspective that a European Federation is a legitimate and laudable project precisely 
because it would not be based on one common European people.  
28 Exp 13/05/00, Exp 17/05/00B. 
29 EP 14/05/00, Exp 17/05/00A+B, Exp 19/05/00. 

Figure 9: The Spanish coverage of Fischer's speech

0

1

2

3

10.05 11.05 12.05 13.05 14.05 15.05 16.05 17.05 18.05 19.05

Date of publication

N
o.

 o
f a

rt
ic

le
s

CD

EP

Exp



  5. First round of analysis  

 89

of Europe that was languishing” (EP 16/05/00).30 Fischer’s attempt at igniting a debate on the future 

of Europe is recorded by the Spanish newspapers but the issue is not explored at any length.  

 

5.1.3. Personae offered in and responses given to Fischer’s speech 

Joschka Fischer seeks to create a situation in which his own first persona is endowed with a high 

degree of freedom to address an audience of likeminded citizens. The first and second personae are 

largely identified with each other – they are individuals with national identities that neither hamper 

their pro-European sentiments nor their participation in the ongoing project of European integration. 

Fischer frames his speech as the visions of a private person thereby both seeking to put himself on 

equal terms with the European citizens at large, calling for broad public debate, and to take the edge 

off the more radical of his propositions. However, Fischer seeks to set the terms of debate so as to 

exclude Eurosceptics from the discussion, and the actual scope of the dialogue he invites may also 

be limited by the fact that only incumbent politicians inhabit the formal positions necessary to carry 

out Fischer’s suggestions. Although Fischer allegedly speaks as a private person the authority with 

which he makes his claims and the matter of course with which he assumes that they will make an 

impact, reveal that he himself is not willing to abandon the position of the statesman. 

 A few articles in the German coverage attend to the personal reasons Fischer may 

have for delivering the speech and thereby do see the utterance as a statement by Fischer, the 

private person. However, the majority of the German coverage and the entirety of the coverage in 

the four other national settings see the speech as an official statement by the German government, 

Fischer´s claims to the contrary not withstanding. Thus, the responses ignore Fischer’s postulated 

first persona, but this does not go against Fischer’s articulated meaning, since his words would 

probably not have the impact he envisions if they were actually stated by a ‘nobody.’ However, the 

perceived incumbency of the speaker means that the ostensible address to ‘everybody’ only elicits 

reactions from the highest political circles. The broad public debate is not enacted, but the dialogue 

between Europe’s leading politicians has begun. 

There are significant similarities between the coverage of each national press that 

indicate a common understanding and general acceptance of Fischer’s speech as a call for debate on 

the future of Europe. However, Fischer’s more specific creations of personae are reacted to  

                                                        
30 The ability of the speech to inspire further debate is also a theme in an article that judges French reactions to be 
ambiguous (Exp 19/05/00), and it is mentioned in one further article (Exp 17/05/00A).  
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differently in the various settings. The German and the French coverage by and large accept the role 

of the second persona that Fischer offers to these nations, and the presented reactions generally take 

on the agency ascribed to this persona. The English newspapers focus on the role of the third 

persona Fischer ascribes to them, but are not content with keeping quiet. Rather, they bring out the 

big headlines and warning signs, thus, speaking squarely against Fischer’s request. The Danish and 

the Spanish reports do not relate directly to any of the positions offered in Fischer’s speech. The 

Spanish coverage stays loyal to the terms of engagement set out by Fischer and reports on the 

reactions of those that are in the offered positions without identifying with these. The Danish 

reporting recontextualises the debate in terms of the pending national referendum on the euro, 

thereby endowing the speech with a meaning and assuming an agency that is decidedly outside the 

proposals and positions forwarded by Fischer. Figure 10 illustrates the relationships between the 

personae offered in Fischer’s speech and the reactions of the national press coverage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: The personae offered in and responses given to Fischer’s speech  

1st persona:
Fischer, German parliamentarian 
and convinced European 

2nd persona:
German, French and 
other pro-Europeans 

3rd persona: 
British and other 
Euro-sceptics  

Germany: 
Survey of reactions 

France: 
Applause of  
the initiative 

England: 
Reactions against the  
federalist agenda Denmark:

Insertion of speech into 
national context of  
debate on the euro 

Spain: 
Presentation of a primarily  
Franco-German issue 
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5.1.4. “I am ready to share new and greater responsibilities” – Aznar in Paris 

Presentation of the speech 

On the 26th of September 2000 José María Aznar, the Spanish president of government at the 

time,31 spoke at the French Institute of International Relations on the topic of the future of Europe. 

Aznar was in Paris at the invitation of the Institute; during the visit he also held unofficial meetings 

with Jacques Chirac and Lionel Jospin and was interviewed by Le Figaro.32  

In the speech Aznar sets his visions for Europe within the context of simultaneous 

geographical enlargement and political deepening of the Union. The purpose of the speech is to 

present solutions to the “deepening-widening dilemma” (l. 50). Throughout the speech Aznar 

presents himself as a pragmatic integrationist. His goal, he says, is to create a political entity that is 

as capable of action and as responsive to the citizens’ demands as possible – an efficient, flexible, 

and dynamic European Union.        

 

Constitution of personae 

At the opening of the speech Aznar announces that he will be setting out the Spanish orientation in 

the ongoing debate on the future of Europe (l. 13). He introduces himself to the audience by stating 

that he is “…a clear participant in a profound integration process and […] ready to share new and 

greater responsibilities” (ll. 6-7). Aznar speaks in the name of “his government” (l. 19), “being 

Spanish” (l. 37 and 134), and his proposals are said to comply with “Spanish interests” (ll. 19-20). 

The speech presents “the principles that form the Spanish position” (l. 49), setting forth that which 

“Spain aspires to” (l. 68) and which “Spain desires” (l. 96). In sum, Aznar speaks as the Spanish 

head of state, and in doing so he identifies his own position with an official Spanish persona; it is 

the relationship between this official national persona and the European Union that is developed in 

the speech.  

Aznar initially takes a positive and active stance towards Europe, and he 

presents Spain and all other member states as being subjected to the common European 

interest saying that the EU is constituted on the basis of a “deeply rooted will of belonging” (l. 

38). In elaborating on the tension between the national and European levels of governance 

                                                        
31 Before the parliamentary elections of the 14th of March 2004 Aznar had announced that he would step down from 
office. However, he had surely not planned that his conservative Partido Popular would have to concede the 
incumbency to José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero and his socialist party.   
32 According to the coverage by El País and Le Figaro (EP 26/09/00, EP 28/09/00, LF 27/09/00). Aznar spoke in 
French, albeit “with a strong Spanish accent” (EP 27/09/00); however, I have only been able to locate the speech in a 
Spanish translation, wherefore the following analysis is based on the Spanish text. 
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Aznar also seems to opt for the European side of the scale. He maintains that the formation of 

a “Europe a la Carte” is an undesirable development and concludes: “We have to guarantee 

the common stem and avoid the birth of various Europes” (ll. 78-79). 

Aznar presents his own persona as being decidedly pro-European and also offers 

a pro-European stance to his audience. Yet he recognises that European integration has its 

limits: “The European states are very jealous of their national and international identities, and 

the modification in the competencies of the Union should continue to be submitted to the 

agreement of all” (ll. 114-116). Although Aznar repeatedly calls for their resolution, the 

tensions between diverse national interests and the common European position run through 

the entirety of the speech. The question of how European commonality may arise remains 

unanswered, meaning that both the first and second personae that Aznar creates are ridden 

with tension. Aznar may speak of European unity as the goal, but the nation is positioned as 

the main actor, who either demonstrates European sentiment or performs on the European 

stage (ll. 247-256). 

The speech is directed to the immediate audience at the French Institute of 

International Relations, to which reference is made at both the beginning and the end of the 

intervention (ll. 3-4 and l. 255). Also, the speech directs itself to other heads of state; Aznar 

makes explicit reference to a recent intervention by French President Jacques Chirac (ll. 4-5 

and ll. 90-93), and his discussion of the terminology of federation and constitution implicitly 

refers to Fischer’s proposals (l. 106). Towards the end of the speech it becomes quite clear 

that Aznar sees his primary audience as the political elite rather than a larger public. He states: 

“With this [the proposals set forth] I am sure that we can generate the respect and adhesion of 

our citizens, and it is up to us, the European politicians, not to disappoint this new favourable 

predisposition” (ll. 245-246).  

There is very little address outside the narrow circle of academics and 

politicians. Although Aznar identifies himself with Spain, the speech does not contain any 

explicit appeal to the Spanish – they are neither asked to identify with Aznar personally or 

with the vision of Spain in Europe he sets out.33 Furthermore, Aznar identifies Spain with 

Europe, and presents his speech as an intervention in an ongoing European debate, but he 

does not specify what it means to be European, nor does he align himself clearly within the 

                                                        
33 Aznar is speaking on behalf of the Spanish not to them. The lack of invitation to active identification also means that 
the speech offers no concrete points of contestation.  
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debate. References to “the European idea” (l. 40), “the common European interest” (l. 141) 

and the like do not add up to any clear sense of Europeanness.  

Aznar’s self-avowed pragmatism means the position on specific matters may be 

perfectly clear, but it provides no overall sense of direction to guide the proposals for the 

future. The pragmatism makes it possible for Aznar to manoeuvre freely, but it also means 

that no stable audience persona is established in the context of the broader public debate on 

the future of Europe. There is, however, a quite clear sense of who is excluded from European 

co-operation and from participating in the debate. The first excluded group, who all EU-

members define themselves against and actively oppose, is defined explicitly as “…the 

enemies of democracy and freedom called nationalist exclusivity, ethnic tyranny and 

terrorism” (ll. 237-238). The second silenced group is cut off from the debate through the 

strong emphasis on the co-ordination of national and European interests. Neither total 

rejection nor total embracement of Europe is an option, and uncompromising scepticism as 

well as fervent federalism is relegated to the third persona. In Aznar’s conception of the 

debate all tenable proposals must aim at balancing the national and the European.    

 

5.1.5. Aznar and silence – the press coverage of Aznar’s speech 

The ten-day surveys of Danish, English, French, German and Spanish newspapers only yielded six 

articles (see figure 11), one is the above-mentioned Le Figaro interview and the rest are news 

stories or notes, one of which appeared in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and the rest in El País. 

The Danish and English press did not contribute to the sample at all. The six articles do not deal 

exclusively with the speech, but mention it along with the other items on the agenda of Aznar’s visit 

to Paris. Also, the theme of Europe’s future takes second place to the issue of the fight against 

terrorism.34  

The FAZ article is a mere note announcing Aznar’s visit to Paris. Le Figaro’s 

interview presents some information on Aznar’s attitude towards the EU’s future developments. 

Here it is noted that “in dealing with the European debate […] José María Aznar sees himself as 

being pragmatic before all else” (LF 27/09/00), and Aznar’s main opinions and objectives are 

presented. One of the Spanish articles (EP 27/09/00B) also deals with these issues, citing both the 

main points of Le Figaro’s interview and of Aznar’s speech. This is the only article that pays any 

attention to other politicians’ reactions to Aznar’s views. It is reported that “…the president of the 

                                                        
34 Thus, we are reminded that this issue was on the public agenda long before the 11th of September 2001. 
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French Republic, Jacques Chirac, expressed to the journalists that his points of view and those of 

Aznar on ‘almost the totality’ of the European agenda ‘are very close’” (EP 27/09/00B). The three 

other Spanish articles focus almost exclusively on the theme of terrorism, barely mention that the 

upcoming summit at Nice is also on the agenda, and do not present the broader debate on the future 

of Europe at all. 

 

5.1.6. Personae offered in and responses given to Aznar’s speech 

Aznar positions his first persona as an authoritative statesman who speaks on behalf of the Spanish 

people and is able to act freely in the European context. The second persona that he creates is that of 

like-minded leading politicians, and the speech does not hold any invitation to broader public 

debate on the presented views specifically or the future of Europe generally. Although the speech 

does set forth the official Spanish position in Europe and on matters of future European reform, it 

does not call for discussion of these views.  

Aznar invites both the general public and the circle of politicians to take note of the 

Spanish position, but whereas the public is placed in the entirely passive role of the spectator, the 

politicians are Aznar’s equal partners in the realisation of the European project. Although Aznar 

does not explicitly request dialogue it is clear that the second personae of the European politicians – 

and to some extent of the academics in the immediate audience – are influential partners in Aznar’s 

pragmatic project.  

Aznar asks everyone to identify with a middle position in which neither purely 

national nor purely European stances are feasible, and he asks his fellow politicians to participate in 

the process of negotiating solutions that are acceptable to all. However, he does not seek to enhance 

Figure 11: The press coverage of Aznar's speech
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the debate on the general questions of what the EU is and what it should be, and he does not invite 

the public to participate in such discussions. In Aznar’s conception of the EU and the debate on its 

future only politicians are endowed with agency. Thus, it is quite fitting and in line with the 

meaning constituted in the speech that it should be met with silence in the mediated public sphere. 

Aznar’s utterance is a presentation of his views not an invitation to discuss them. The relationship 

between the personae that Aznar offers and the (lacking) response to them is illustrated in figure 12. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: The personae offered in and responses given to Aznar’s speech 

 

1st persona: 
Aznar, Spanish 
head of state 

2nd persona (active): 
European academics  
and politicians 

2nd persona (passive):
Spanish and  
European publics 

3rd persona (for debate): 
Euro-sceptics and European 
federalists 

All: 
Silence 

3rd persona (for EU): 
Enemies of democracy 
and freedom 
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5.1.7. “A superpower but not a superstate” – Blair in Warsaw 

Presentation of the speech 

On the 6th of October 2000 the British Prime Minister Tony Blair presented his vision of the future 

of Europe before an immediate audience of Polish and other Eastern European politicians 

assembled at the Polish stock exchange in Warsaw.35 Blair sets his proposals firmly within the 

context of simultaneous deepening and widening. He discusses Britain’s role in Europe and also 

considers the general nature of the EU. Blair’s message can be summed up as follows: enlargement 

should happen as soon as possible and include as many countries as possible, Britain’s place is at 

the centre of Europe, and the European Union should be a strong but not a federal entity. 

 

Constitution of personae 

There is no doubt Blair is speaking in his official capacity of British Prime Minister, but he does not 

set forth an elaborate presentation of his own persona. Instead, Blair’s position shines through in his 

constitution of audience personae and his presentation of Europe’s future. In the introductory 

paragraphs Blair addresses the immediate audience, especially the Poles, and seeks to build a strong 

relationship between Poland and Britain. Concluding the introductory positioning of the Poles as a 

free, proud, idealistic people with close links to Britain, Blair says: “Few countries have contributed 

more to the fall of fascism and Soviet dictatorship in Europe. Now we want you in the European 

Union” (l. 45-46). This invitation to and promise of entry is repeated twice during the speech and 

with each repetition it is extended to a broader circle of candidate countries (ll. 77-78 and ll. 417-

419). Blair consistently creates a persona for the candidate countries that allows them to participate 

actively in the European integration process and allies them closely with Britain.36   

Affirming the alliance between the UK and the applicant countries, Blair says: 

“Britain will always be a staunch ally of all those European democracies applying to join the 

European Union. A staunch ally, wielding its influence at the centre of Europe” (ll. 80-82). Here 

Blair speaks for Britain and presupposes its central position in the European context. However, this 

presupposition is not left unchallenged and the quoted passage marks the beginning of a discussion 

of the British relationship with Europe, a discussion that is directed as much to the British people as 

it is conducted for them. The purpose of this discussion is to shift the British position within the EU 

                                                        
35 Several articles make a note of the speech situation; good examples are FT 06/10/00A and Guar 07/10/00A. 
36 The friendly, welcoming gesture is also extended to Serbia who has just rid itself of Slobodan Milosevic, the 
authoritarian leader who now stands trial at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia. Says Blair: 
“…we must stand ready […] to hold out the hand of partnership to a democratic Serbia, and welcome her into the 
European family of nations” (ll. 16-18).  
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from a hesitant and reactionary role to that of a confident and active player. Both Blair’s own 

persona and the second persona of the British audience are circumscribed by this redefined British-

European relationship. “Britain’s future,” Blair concludes, “is and will be as a leading partner in 

Europe” (ll. 158-159).  

As for the European future Blair envisions for himself and the members of his 

audience it is set squarely between the opposite models of the free trade area and the 

federation: the EU should become a superpower but not a superstate (l. 248 and l. 410). Blair 

claims his reform proposals are shaped to the needs and desires of the European citizens. The 

European citizenry as Blair defines this persona has common interests, but consists of 

independent national demoi (ll. 233-241). Blair assumes the role of spokesperson for the 

citizens in setting out their demands for “prosperity, security, and strength” (l. 214), and he 

speaks to the citizens of Europe when arguing that his proposal for reforms is fitted to their 

priorities (ll. 272-276).   

 Blair speaks to the European citizens in general and to the peoples of the candidate 

countries and of Britain in particular. He is asking them to share with him a vision of a well-

functioning European Union that attends to their needs but does not interfere unduly. In so doing, he 

constitutes the EU as “…a unique combination of the intergovernmental and the supranational” (ll. 

245-246), and he emphasises that the issue of institutional change should be submitted to that of the 

peoples’ demands (ll. 193-196). Blair does not include the possibility of discussing whether or not 

the EU should widen geographically and deepen politically – that these developments should occur 

is simply taken for granted (ll. 192-193). Furthermore, he excludes the possibility of reducing 

British participation in the European project. Thereby, he seeks to discontinue discussion of these 

issues.  

Blair’s claim to knowledge of the citizens’ demands does not invite debate either, but 

the questions of how the EU’s efficiency and legitimacy are ensured are left open. Thus, Blair 

invites his immediate and extended audiences to join him in taking a positive and constructive 

attitude towards Europe and to partake in the consideration of how the Union can most 

appropriately realise its superpower potential while remaining celebratory of unique national traits. 

He seeks to position both his first and second personae so that they may identify with these 

discussions and are endowed with the agency needed to partake in them.   
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5.1.8. England and the rest – the press coverage of Blair’s speech  

Germany, Spain, Denmark, and France: contextualising the speech 

The ten-day sample of the German newspapers’ coverage of the speech contains five articles (see 

figure 13) all of which are regular news pieces. The German coverage places Blair’s speech within 

the context of the IGC to be concluded in December 2000 and the preparatory Council meeting 

taking place on the 13th and 14th of October in Biarritz.37 The speech is also set in the context of the 

long-term discussion of European integration.38 One article presents an overview of this broader 

debate, taking Fischer’s appearance at the Humboldt University as its starting point:  

For a long time the second commandment was in force in European politics: ‘You shall 
not make any images of me.’ There was hardly any discussion on the question of where 
the integration of the continent should lead, that is, on the finality of the Union. This 
changed on the 12th of May 2000. On this day foreign minister Joschka Fischer held his 
‘Berlin speech’ and set the European debate in motion (SZ 12/10/00). 
 

The interventions following Fischer’s are then presented,39 and Blair’s speech is positioned as the 

most recent contribution to the developing debate.  

 
 In the surveyed period six Spanish articles refer to Blair’s speech (see figure 13); two 

of these texts are of an evaluative nature. The Spanish coverage discusses the speech in the context 

                                                        
37 FAZ 10/10/00 and 13/10/00. 
38 FAZ 10/10/00 and 12/10/00, SZ 12/10/00. 
39 The viewpoints of French President Jacques Chirac, Günther Verheugen, Commissioner for enlargement, and 
Commission President Prodi are mentioned. 

Figure 13: The German, Spanish, Danish, and French coverage of 
Blair's speech
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of the Danish rejection of the euro and the happenings in Belgrade.40 But more significantly, the 

speech is related to the reform process of the current IGC and the ongoing debate on European 

finality.41 Regarding the IGC, the most troublesome issues are presented, and in a commentary by 

Felipe Gonzalez, the socialist politician and former head of government, the prospects for success 

are reviewed.42 In the context of the long-term debate Blair’s speech is related to preceding 

statements of Fischer, Chirac, Aznar,43 and Prodi. In a leading article it is claimed that: “Blair’s 

proposals […] are primarily of interest because they come from a British responsible [politician] 

who has not been ashamed of talking about the desire for a ‘European superpower’” (EP, 09/10/00).  

There are a total of nine articles in the Danish sample (see figure 13), and two of these 

are leaders. The Danish coverage primarily relates Blair’s intervention to the IGC and the broader 

debate. Only one article does not mention this theme choosing instead to relate the speech to the 

events in Belgrade.44 Other articles bring in issues such as the Warsaw-setting and the consequences 

of the Danish referendum alongside the theme of European debate.45 In the dominant 

contextualisation of the short- and long-term debate Blair’s proposals are compared to those of 

Fischer, Chirac, and Prodi, and the prospects for reaching agreement at Nice are pondered.46 A 

prevalent concern is whether or not the British position is in the Danish interest.47  

Although there is disagreement as to whether Blair’s position is beneficial or 

damaging to Denmark, the coverage conveys a common understanding of the proposal as being an 

adequate intervention into the European debate. As one leading article concludes: “In Warsaw Tony 

Blair passed the test that determines whether a top-politician is a true European: he did not oppose 

width and depth in the European co-operation. He rightly saw reforms and enlargement as two sides 

of the same issue. […] Even if Tony Blair does not have all the answers, at least he posed the right 

questions” (Pol 07/10/00).  

The French sample consists of two commentaries and eight news pieces adding up to a 

total of ten articles (see figure 13). In the French coverage one article focuses on the relationship 

between Blair’s speech and the recently conducted Danish referendum.48 Blair’s positioning of 

                                                        
40 EP 07/10/00A+B. 
41 Exp 07/10/00, EP 09/10/00, Exp 11/10/00, EP 13/10/00.  
42 EP 13/10/00. 
43 The appearance of Aznar’s speech in the context of the coverage of Blair’s intervention indicates that the former 
utterance has not, after all, been inconsequential. 
44 Pol 06/10/00. 
45 Inf 07/10/00A+C, Inf 05/10/00. 
46 Inf 05/10/00, Inf 07/10/00C, Pol 07/10/00A, Inf 12/10/00. 
47 Inf 05/10/00, Inf 07/10/00A+B. 
48 LM 10/10/00. 
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himself as the champion of enlargement, and the speech’s aptness to its immediate audience is 

mentioned a number of times.49 The speech is also related to the upcoming IGC.50 But the context 

of the broad European debate pervades the majority of the articles.51 In the context of European 

debate, Blair’s proposals are compared to the ideas put forward by Fischer, Chirac, Aznar and 

Prodi, and there is general satisfaction that the discussion of fundamental issues will lead to a 

continuation of the reform process beyond the current IGC.52 Moreover, it is lamented that France 

has not been more active in the ensuing debate.53 

 

England: now say it at home, Mr. Blair 

The ten-day survey of the English newspapers’ coverage of Blair’s Warsaw-address resulted in a 

total of 39 articles (see figure 14); seven of these are commentaries and there are five leaders as 

well as five letters.  

 
The English coverage includes all the contextualisations mentioned above and also has several 

unique features. The coverage can be divided into four groups: three of these are established 

                                                        
49 Lib 07/10/00, LM 07/10/00, LF 07/10/00, LM 09/10/00. 
50 LF 09/10/00, LM 13/10/00. 
51 Lib 04/10/00, Lib 05/10/00, Lib 07/10/00, LF 07/10/00, LM 09/10/00, LF 09/10/00, Lib 11/10/00, LM 13/10/00. 
52 There is but one exception to the general approval of fundamental discussions and further reform: “If the Union’s 
latent institutional crisis bursts forth at Nice, it is not certain that a majority of the member states will be inclined to 
engage rapidly in a new round of negotiations. The European construction will then enter into a period of stagnation, 
road to regression, because the fifteen have made the mistake of responding to the recurrent question: where does one 
find the point of equilibrium between an association of nation-states conserving the essence of their free will and a 
community structure of federal vocation?” (LM 13/10/00).  
53 Lib 05/10/00 and 11/10/00. 

Figure 14: The English coverage of Blair's speech
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according to temporal developments, and the fourth group, consisting of leaders, commentaries, and 

letters, runs parallel to the three others (see table 3).  

 
 Times Independent Guardian Financial 

Times 
Total articles 
in group 

Early stage 5 4 0 3 12 

Middle stage 2 0 1 1 4 

Late stage 3 1 1 0 5 

Evaluative 
articles 

1 4 4 8 17 

Total articles 
in paper 

11 9 7 12  

Table 3: The four groups of the English coverage 

The first group of articles focuses primarily on Blair’s speech as a contribution to the 

ongoing debate on the future of Europe and also includes the factors of the pending enlargement, 

the Danish referendum, and the events in Serbia. The gist of this first group may be summed up as 

follows:  

When the Prime Minister originally decided to offer a speech on the future of the 
European Union […] it was to be a response to the debate opened by Joschka Fischer, the 
German Foreign Minister, and then by Jacques Chirac earlier this year. The referendum 
in Denmark and the revolution in Serbia have transformed the context in which Tony 
Blair delivered his address (Tim 07/10/00A). 
 

In the second group, covering the survey period’s intermediate phase, the coverage 

attends to different reactions to the speech. The recorded reactions come primarily from the British 

Conservatives, “…who said that it [the speech] would undermine Britain as a nation state” (FT 

07/10/00A). However, the guarded reaction of the pro-European Liberal Democrats is also noted. 

And the positive reception of the speech on the continent, especially in the Commission, is present 

in several accounts.54  

The articles of the final temporally established group primarily place the speech in the 

context of the Biarritz Council and the short-term debate on the reforms that are to be settled at 

Nice. Here, the main issue is the negotiating position Blair has created in the speech, and the 

possible outcomes of the meetings are considered. Yet there is also a general understanding that the 

meeting at Biarritz “…will frame the terms of debate for the future of the European Union” (Tim 

13/10/00A), and thus the immediate negotiations are tied in with the broader debate.  

                                                        
54 Guar 07/10/00A, FT 07/10/00A, Tim 08/10/00. 
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The fourth group of texts, the comments published throughout the surveyed period, 

contains many of the same themes as the other three groups, but distinguishes itself by taking an 

explicit stance on the issues that are pondered. Here the content and the timing of the speech are 

discussed and evaluated. The content of Blair’s proposal is the primary topic of the letters, and 

evaluations of specific elements55 as well as of the speech’s general direction56 are offered. The 

commentaries tend to focus more on the process and strategic aspects of the debate than on the 

particular content of Blair’s intervention. Some commentators deny the need for further discussion 

of general ideas,57 but most welcome the debate as such and find that Blair’s intervention is 

particularly fortuitous.58 Also, the commentators repeatedly emphasise the need for a national 

British debate, inviting Blair to restate his European position in a British setting.59  

 

5.1.9. Personae offered in and responses given to Blair’s speech 

Tony Blair seeks to create a close correspondence between his own persona and the second persona 

of the European citizenry as such as well as the more specific personae of Britain and the candidate 

countries. Blair offers to represent the citizens at the political level, but also invites them to 

participate in the public discussion on the future of Europe. In Blair’s conception this is a discussion 

that is to be carried out in the intermediate space between the Eurosceptic and the federalist views 

and from which both of these extremes are excluded. 

 Blair does not seem to be speaking primarily to the political leaders of the EU member 

states; he does not address them explicitly, but instead refers to politicians from the candidate 

countries and to the nationally anchored publics of these candidate countries and of the UK. Yet the 

German, French, Danish and Spanish press coverage primarily contextualises Blair’s speech as a 

contribution to the ongoing dialogue between the European leaders. This coverage both compares 

Blair’s position to those of the leaders that have spoken before him and conveys the reactions of the 

leaders to Blair’s proposals. Two factors may explain this common feature of these four national 

                                                        
55 “The proposal to create a second chamber of the European Parliament consisting of national MPs threatens to impede 
the decision-making process of the EU as never before” (Ind 09/10/00A). 
56 “Blair’s vision is likely to deliver less, not more, accountability” (Guard 11/10/00). 
57 “The answer to Europe’s current difficulties is not rhetoric about tomorrow but addressing the problems of today” 
(FT 06/10/00B). “Europe needs a pause for reflection, not an interminable round of constitutional debate” (FT 
13/10/00B).  
58 “Tony Blair’s speech in Warsaw today […] could not be better timed” (Ind 06/10/00). “He has not come up with all 
the answers, but he made a good start, with all the right questions” (FT 09/10/00). “At Warsaw last Friday Tony Blair 
entered the real debate on the future of the EU. Not before time” (FT 11/10/00A). 
59 “Who knows, Mr. Blair may make his next big European speech in Britain itself” (Ind 06/10/00A). “What is now 
necessary is an advance into the nether reaches of British public opinion…” (Guar 07/10/00B). “Mr. Blair should now 
debate these political issues here in Britain” (FT 11/10/00A).  
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reports: firstly, the debate on the future of Europe has now become generally recognised as an 

ongoing and important process, and the coverage with its description of the debate helps consolidate 

this fact. Secondly, Blair does not address the national publics of Germany, France, Denmark, and 

Spain in the same direct way that he addresses the publics of Britain and the candidate countries, 

wherefore there may be less incentive to engage the speech in active dialogue in the four former 

national contexts.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: The personae offered in and responses given to Blair’s speech 

In England, however, Blair’s invitation to debate is taken up, and his opinions are 

discussed. Nevertheless, the general English sentiment is that Blair has not succeeded on the 

national scene. His performance, the English coverage contends, has secured him an influential 

position in Europe, but it is doubtful whether it will have much effect on the British public opinion. 

On this latter issue the outcome hinges upon Blair’s ability to follow up the speech with equally 

forceful national interventions, and, the argument continues, these forthcoming interventions must 

be more carefully adapted to the national setting with its peculiar demands and expectations. Thus, 

it is clear that Blair’s attempt to reposition the British persona in relation to Europe has not effected 

any decisive change in the attitude of the English press. Moreover, the agency Blair asks his 

countrymen to allow him to exert on their behalf at the European level of action does not pass 

uncontested. However, the coverage concedes that Tony Blair has made a good start. If the PM 
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makes further efforts to occasion a national debate, the English newspapers suggest, that debate 

may foster the outcome he desires. The relationship between the personae Blair seeks to create and 

the responses forwarded in the press coverage is illustrated in figure 15.        

 

5.2. Turning point one: consolidation of the debate 

A Conference of Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, the concluding session 

of the intergovernmental conference that prepares treaty revisions, was held in conjunction with the 

European Council of Nice on the 7th to the 10th of December 2000. Here the assembled leaders 

agreed to reform the Union’s institutional structure and procedures of decision-making. Thereby, 

they amended the existing foundational treaties and created the Treaty of Nice. The Conference also 

adopted a number of declarations – statements of intent, acclamation, and/or explanation – to be 

appended to the Treaty. “The Declaration on the future of the Union” is the 23rd and second to last 

of these declarations. With this text the debate on the future of Europe is consolidated and officially 

recognised as a process that is to lead to another revision of the EU’s foundational treaties. Hence, 

the Nice Declaration marks the first turning point of the debate on the future of Europe.   

 

5.2.1. “A deeper and wider debate” – the Declaration on the future of the Union 

“The Declaration on the future of the Union” presents itself as a transitory text. It states that the 

ratification of the Nice Treaty will complete the necessary preparations for enlargement (ll. 5-7), 

and goes on to proclaim that “having […] opened the way for enlargement, the Conference calls for 

a deeper and wider debate about the future development of the European Union” (ll. 8-9). The 

declaration then sets out the timetable and agenda for this discussion. In 2001 “wide-ranging 

discussions with all interested parties” (ll. 10-11) shall take place, culminating in a “…declaration 

containing appropriate initiatives for the continuation of this process” (ll. 15-16) to be signed at the 

European Council at Laeken in December 2001.  

There are four main issues for discussion: delimitation of powers between the EU and 

the member states, the status of the Charter of Fundamental Rights, simplification of the Treaties, 

and the role of national parliaments (ll. 18-24). These matters are addressed in recognition of “…the 

need to improve and to monitor the democratic legitimacy and transparency of the Union and its 

institutions, to bring it closer to the citizens of the Member States” (ll. 25-27). The discussions, it is 

stated, are meant as preparations for a new IGC to be convened in 2004 (ll. 28-30). Finally, the 
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declaration ensures that this new IGC and the preparations for it will not hinder the enlargement 

process in any way and that the candidate countries will be involved in the process (ll. 31-34). 

 Given the official and declaratory nature of the text, it does not address anyone in 

particular nor speak from any particular position; the voice of “The Declaration on the future of the 

Union” is the voice of the EU talking to itself. This omnipresent voice functions in the manner of a 

declaratory performative (Austin, 1962, p. 7) to create what it names. In the Nice Declaration the 

EU is foreseeing its own future: a future in which the Union’s democratic legitimacy and the 

people’s identification with the EU are improved. Furthermore, the declaration specifies that this 

future state is to be achieved through wide-ranging discussions of the four designated issues.  

 

5.2.2. A game of poker at the marketplace – the press coverage of the Nice Declaration 

As mentioned earlier, I deal with the coverage of the turning points en bloc rather than country by 

country. The ten-day sample of the 17 newspapers contains 194 articles in all (see figure 16); of 

these 25 are commentaries, ten are leaders, there are four letters, and the remaining 155 are news 

stories. It should be noted that a considerable number of the articles deal with the meeting at Nice as 

such and only mention the declaration and the debate on the future of Europe in passing. Although I 

include all the articles in the following analysis, I focus attention on the relationship between the 

Nice Declaration and the European debate.  

 

Figure 16: The press coverage of the Nice Declaration
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The coverage is dominated by three broad and recurrent themes around which I have 

structured the analysis (see table 4). The purpose of the analysis is to present the press’ 

conceptualisation of the Nice summit as a turning point in the debate on the future of Europe. How 

does the press coverage conceive of the relationship between the summit at Nice and the debate? 

And which conditions for further discussion – contexts, processes, and issues – emerge from the 

conceptualisation? 

 
 Institutional 

reforms 
National and 
European interests

Continuation of 
the debate 

Other issues 

Total 63% 44% 38% 26% 

Denmark 59% 44% 41% 25% 

England 55% 41% 41% 15% 

France 67% 52% 38% 33% 

Germany 60% 33% 23% 37% 

Spain 76% 48% 48% 18% 

Table 4: Recurrent themes of the Nice coverage 60 

 

Institutional reforms in preparation of enlargement 

The negotiations and the subsequent Treaty of Nice are most frequently placed within the 

framework of the enlargement process. The general idea is that the EU must change its institutional 

framework in order to be functional after the entrance of the candidate countries and that it is the 

task of the European heads of state and government convened at Nice to reach agreement on the 

necessary changes. Creating the new treaty is generally understood as the main goal of the summit 

and the criterion by which its success or failure should be judged. 

 The coverage of the institutional reforms can be divided into three temporal stages. 

Attention to the three stages is evenly distributed in the Danish, French and German coverage, but 

in England and Spain there are about twice as many articles covering the last stage than the two 

preceding ones, wherefore the total coverage appears skewed (see table 5). Before the negotiations 

at Nice begin, the coverage concentrates on explaining the different reforms and their significance 

                                                        
60 The table shows how many percent of the coverage dealt with the theme in question. Please note that more than one 
theme may be present within the same article (the total is more than a 100%). The category “Other issues” includes 
coverage of decisions that are not part of the institutional reform – for example the declaration of the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights. “Other issues” also refers to coverage of demonstrations at Nice and to reports that connect the 
summit to other themes – for example a scandal regarding party subsidies that Jacques Chirac was involved in at the 
time. 
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for the enlargement process. While the negotiations take place the focus is on the process itself, the 

proposals put forward, the positions of the actors, and the rejections and concessions. Finally, the 

articles that are published after agreement is reached seek to explain and evaluate the results, 

bringing in the reactions of both the negotiating politicians and third parties such as members of the 

European Parliament and national oppositions. 

 
 Before summit During summit After summit 

Total in stage 33 30 56 

Denmark 6 5 8 

England 11 10 22 

France 4 5 5 

Germany 6 5 7 

Spain 6 5 14 

Table 5: The temporal stages of the coverage of institutional reforms 

The coverage traces a movement from enthusiastic proclamation of ambitious goals 

through the give and take of the negotiations to fatigued acceptance of the results, and it is well 

aware of this developmental path. A Le Monde article summarises the movement thus:  

Jacques Chirac and Lionel Jospin had repeated it ad nauseam: no agreement is better 
than a discount agreement… They have not had this commitment as is demonstrated by 
the very limited results that the heads of state and government of the Fifteen have 
reached Monday morning the 11th of December, after four days of laborious 
negotiations and the longest summit in the history of European construction  
(12/12/00E).  
 

This sentiment is echoed in taz: “The Treaty of Nice does not redeem any of the high demands that 

the politicians have placed on it for months” (12/12/00B). Expansión presents the developments in a 

more pragmatic light: “…this skirmish [for the distribution of national powers], although it can be 

considered critically for its limited ambition, incorporated decisions of great interest in relation to 

some essential technical prerequisites for the functioning of the European project” (13/12/00). The 

Independent takes this pragmatic line even further: “…agreement at Europe’s longest summit was 

achieved only by scrapping grandiose ambitions and satisfying basic national interests” 

(12/12/00D). And the understanding common to all is represented by Jyllands-Posten’s laconic 

verdict: “the Treaty of Nice does not fulfil the ambitious goals that the heads of state and 

government had set for themselves, but it is sufficient to keep the EU’s plans for enlargement on 

track” (12/12/00A). 



The Constitution of Meaning 

 108

National and European interests  

The orientation of the articles that take up the issue of representation of national and European 

interests undergoes a development that is parallel to the dynamic of the coverage on institutional 

reforms (see figure 17).  

 
The tension between national priorities and general European concerns is a main issue in the first 

days of the sample-period, and this is reflected in the coverage, which at this stage contains articles 

of all three orientations. The emerging common understanding of the coverage that preludes the 

Nice summit is that the relationship between different national and European interests is the steering 

dynamic of the ensuing negotiations. Le Monde exemplifies this understanding of the situation:  

These negotiations have revealed a double cleavage. The first opposes the countries that 
estimate that the moment has come to pass on to a new phase in the political integration, 
and those that are not ready; the second opposes the small and the big countries – but 
also France and Germany – over the balance to be respected between the states in the 
future Union (07/12/00).   
 

As the negotiations get under way the coverage pays more and more attention to the 

exclusively national positions. The negotiations are presented as a hard-nosed bargaining process in 

which the participants will not concede any point without being gratified on some other issue. 

Jyllands-Posten recounts the impressions of non-European journalists attending the summit: “to 

them the negotiations of the heads of state and government are reminiscent of the carpet dealers in 

an Arabic bazaar” (11/12/00B). And novelist Christopher Hope writing for The Guardian describes 

the scene thus:  

 

Figure 17: Primary orientations of the coverage
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Some have likened the Nice summit to a long, late-night poker game. It isn’t really. 
Poker is sedentary. […] What you really see are teams of athletes fit and smiling, and 
ready to knock the hell out of the opposing teams. Summitry is a bruising contact sport 
played by consenting adults. It is ice hockey for politicians (11/12/00A).  
 

This mode of coverage complies with the communicative strategies of the politicians as an 

Information editorial presents them:  

While the process, in appropriate tumult, produces compromises, solutions, and 
common repressions, the heads of state and government are simultaneously 
preoccupied with sending their versions of the summit home to the national publics 
where their [personal] political futures are decided (09/12/00).  
 

The nationally oriented line of reportage culminates in the naming of the winners and losers of 

Nice: “Histories of the European Union will remember the Nice summit as a landmark moment 

when big governments won the big arguments – and left the integrationists reeling and humiliated at 

their loss of power” (Guar 12/12/00B).  

The culmination is followed by a shift in the orientation of the coverage, and national 

jubilance is tempered by the re-emergence of the European perspective. For example, Le Monde 

laments that the agreement “…testifies to the continued erosion of the European spirit and the rise 

of national egoism” (12/12/00A). And Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung notes bitterly: “when 

successes solely are summed up from a national perspective, as it has become fashion, then the 

conclusions of Nice, this one sees clearly abroad, are not all that bad for Germany. (Such a result is 

not necessarily congruent with the tableau of Germany’s long-term interests)” (14/12/00).  

The reports’ shifting emphases on national and European interests are in agreement 

with the dynamic of the summit. In the early stages both national and European expectations are 

voiced, but as the heads of state and government get down to business the European perspective is 

all but eclipsed by national interests. And after agreement has been reached the European interest is 

brought back in to evaluate the results. The question lurking behind these developments – whether 

national and European interests are indeed reconcilable – is not addressed directly, yet it is of 

paramount importance not only to the outcome at Nice, but also to the continuation of the debate on 

the future of Europe.  
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Continuation of the European debate 

In the articles preceding the inauguration of the summit several references are made to the debate on 

the future that was begun by Fischer. Here, the debate is presented as “…the only positive event of 

the last year” (Inf 08/12/00). Also, it is suggested that the upsurge in profound debate does not come 

as a surprise, given the present insecurity and hesitancy about the nature and purpose of the EU.61 

But most significantly, the continuation of the debate is introduced as an objective of the German 

government. “At the Humboldt University of Berlin foreign minister Fischer let the public know 

that the real European future does not begin until after the Intergovernmental Conference in Nice” 

(FAZ 07/12/00A). Thus, the official recognition of the debate is introduced as a stake in the bargain. 

Germany is said to be willing to give up other demands in return for the inclusion of the 

“Declaration on the future of the Union” in the Nice Treaty.62   

As it becomes clear that the declaration will be included in the final agreement the 

coverage by and large abandons the strategic considerations of the proposal as part of the bargain. 

The agenda and timeline for the coming debate are instead presented in detail and broader 

reflections on the need for and possible outcomes of the debate appear.63 In dealing with the four 

points on the agenda of the coming debate most of the coverage is strictly referential, and although 

the presentation of the debate’s timetable involves some speculation on the institutional forms the 

discussions could take64 this coverage is also mainly descriptive. However, the evaluation of 

whether or not a continuation of the debate and a new treaty revision is desirable at all is one of the 

most pervasive themes. On this subject three different evaluations are offered65: scepticism towards 

the necessity and possible benefits of continuing the discussion, recognition of the need for debate 

accompanied by pessimism about the ability to make real improvements, and enthusiastic approval 

of the initiative.  

                                                        
61 EP 05/12/00. 
62 LM 05/12/00, Guar 06/12/00, Exp 08/12/00. 
63 There are exceptions to this tendency as a few articles of broader scope were published before the decision on 
inclusion of the declaration was reached, but there is a clear concentration of such articles in the second half of the 
sampled period. The German coverage, however, breaks with the general pattern: here articles that do not focus 
narrowly on the proposal as a part of the German bargaining position at Nice, are distributed evenly throughout the 
coverage. 
64 In the coverage there is general agreement that the current procedure of the IGC must change. The Charter of 
Fundamental Rights was created by a convention of representatives of national and European institutions who met in 
public and involved civil society in its discussions. This convention method is presented as one possible alternative to 
the existing procedures for treaty revision (FA Z 06/12/00A and 07/12/00A, F T 08/12/00A, Ind 11/12/00B, Inf 
12/12/00A, LM 12/12/00B). 
65 The coverage also includes other angles than the directly evaluative – for instance the issues of the meaning and 
importance of the earlier contributions to the debate are considered (EP 05/12/00, FAZ 07/12/00A, LM 08/12/00B, CD 
11/12/00, Ind 12/12/00B, L M 12/12/00B).  
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In several articles the first position is represented by Göran Persson, the Swedish 

Prime Minister who is to take over the EU’s presidency and thus somewhat ironically will be in 

charge of initiating the process that he is sceptical of. Persson thinks that the aim of the integration 

process should be a union of nation states.66 Thereby, he questions the need for further reform and 

suggests that “…it is also important and an at least equally good European vision to really protect 

the EU we have decided to realise” (Inf 08/12/00B). The second position is based on the 

assumptions that the Treaty of Nice does not solve all of the EU’s existing problems, that further 

reform is needed, and that the debate should therefore be continued.67 However, from this point of 

view “the ambivalent outcome of the European Council is not necessarily a good omen for the 

debate on the future of Europe” (LM 12/12/00D).  

The third position shares the starting point of the second, but does not judge the 

prospective outcome of the debate negatively. Rather, the chance for a wider public debate is 

welcomed and the potential positive consequences of such public involvement are cherished.68 

Here, the main argument is that the EU can strengthen its legitimacy by involving the people in the 

discussion of what the Union should be and how it should act. And the concern is that the citizens’ 

reluctance towards the European project will continue to grow if a broad and dynamic dialogue is 

not sparked. The position is stated clearly in Süddeutsche Zeitung: “we must find forms of 

European-wide debate that also bring in the people” (09/12/00). And Jyllands-Posten reports the 

politicians’ endorsement of this position: “EU’s leaders hope that the next reforms of the co-

operation will build upon a very broad popular foundation. They wish to inspire a comprehensive 

public debate on the road to an EU that is more effective and easier to understand” (11/12/00A). As 

is seen, the coverage both represents scepticism about the continued reforms and concern that the 

debate may be futile, yet the emerging common understanding is that the post-Nice debate and 

reform process is a worthwhile effort with a real chance of yielding positive results.   

 

                                                        
66 FT 07/12/00B. 
67 FAZ 06/12/00, LM 08/12/00B, EP 11/12/00D, FT 11/12/00. 
68 SZ 09/12/00B, BT 11/12/00B, FT 11/12/00C, Ind 12/12/00B, SZ 12/12/00B, FAZ 12/12/00C, EP 13/12/00A. 
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5.2.3. Consequences of the first turning point 

The coverage of the creation of the Nice Declaration displays a tension between the modes of 

discussion that prevail at times of institutionalised decision-making as opposed to periods of non-

binding dialogue. When the immediate goal is not to take consequential decisions the politicians 

and the reporters covering their actions have a tendency to view the debate in terms of deliberation 

– that is open-ended discussions oriented at reaching common understanding. During such non-

binding discussions there exists a common will to reach consensus and even if both European and 

national interests are considered, these are understood to be reconcilable. When the moment of 

decision-making arrives, however, the discussions become much more concrete, politicians and 

reporters now focus on exclusively national positions and priorities and the mode of interaction 

turns from deliberation to bargaining. Thus, the coverage reveals a tension between the politicians’ 

abstract agreement on general European goals and their specific disagreements on concrete 

intergovernmental decisions. Also, there seems to be a cleavage between the politicians’ common 

attempt to reach agreement and their differentiated communications to the national constituencies. 

These differences between the discussions as they are carried out at consequential as opposed to 

non-binding moments may hamper the agreement on any radical change and may lock the debate in 

already established patterns.   

In spite of these limiting conditions the leaders did reach agreement at Nice: not only 

did they create a new treaty, they also established new terms for continuing the debate. The most 

obvious consequence of the Nice Declaration is the official recognition that the stipulated 

discussions should result in yet another treaty change. The agreement that it is not only necessary to 

reform the treaty, but also the very procedure by which reforms are made is, however, more far 

reaching. The formal recognition of the debate as a round a treaty reforms changes the topics and 

goals of the discussion: the necessity of the continued reform process is now taken for granted, and 

the timeframe as well as general procedures of the ensuing discussions are established. The 

establishment of public debate as the best way to achieve reforms changes the basic way of 

conceiving the reform process and grants the debate a position of unprecedented centrality. The 

debate is now valued as both a constituent aspect of the legal reform of the EU’s foundational texts 

and as a constitutive process that in itself provides the Union with input and social legitimacy. 

Thus, the form of deliberation in periods of non-binding dialogue may not change radically 

immediately after the first turning point of the debate, but the status of the deliberations and the 

expectations to them are heightened considerably. Public debate now becomes an end in itself, and 
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it is perceived as the central means of ensuring that the next round of changes will yield actual and 

substantial improvements.  

 

5.3. Trajectory two: objectives and instruments 

The agreement on the “Declaration on the Future of the Union” marks a turning point in the debate 

and calls the second trajectory into being. This trajectory of official, yet non-binding exploration of 

the various possible reforms – the available objectives and alternative instruments – lasted for one 

year and was ended with the Laeken Declaration, a course of events that was predetermined by the 

Nice Declaration. The three chosen moments of the second trajectory are occasioned by Jospin’s, 

Prodi’s, and Lykketoft’s speeches.     

 

5.3.1. “I am not a tepid European” – Jospin in Paris 

Presentation of the speech 

On the 28th of May 2001 Lionel Jospin, the French Prime Minister at the time, presented his visions 

of Europe in a speech held at the Centre for Foreign Journalists at the Maison de la Radio in Paris. 

The audience at the Maison de la Radio was a mix of young socialists and French and foreign 

journalists who had been notified in advance that there would be no chance to ask questions after 

the speech.69 The speech is entitled “The future of the enlarged Europe,”70 but the pending 

enlargement forms the background rather than the actual subject matter of the speech. Jospin 

proclaims that the debate should not deal primarily with the question of institutions and their 

reform. Rather, the concrete proposals should be based in a consideration of the kind of political 

project the EU is and should be.  

 

Constitution of personae 

The speech is both begun and ended with statements that constitute Jospin’s personal identity 

through a combination of European and national features. In the introduction Jospin states: “I 

am French. I feel European” (l. 16). And in the concluding remarks he reaffirms the European 

sentiment: “Because I am not a tepid European, I do not want a bland Europe” (l. 334). The 

identity, which Jospin seeks to build for his persona, presupposes the existence of an art de 

vivre that is common to all European national identities. To Jospin Europe is a civilisation,  

                                                        
69 As reported by Le Monde (29/05/01F). 
70 “L’avenir de l’Europe élargie.” 
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justified by its diverse cultures that are united by the sharing of territory, history, economy 

and human values (ll. 30-35). Thus, Jospin’s first persona with its dual national and European 

sentiments is equivalent to the collective identity of all members of the European society that 

is posed as the main second persona of the speech. 

 The positioning of the audience is begun by recognising that in spite of the EU’s many 

successes people and even some policy-makers are feeling disenchanted with and uncertain of the 

European project. A list of legitimate questions about the EU’s future is presented: will enlargement 

cause the EU to fall apart? Does globalisation affect the European identity? Do reforms mean a 

reduction of the role of the nation states? How can citizens become more involved in Europe? (ll. 8-

11). Jospin sees the public debate initiated by the heads of state and government at Nice as a 

response to these questions. He offers his speech as a contribution by an incumbent politician to the 

debate now getting under way in France (ll. 12-15). The underlying premise of this passage is that 

people’s anxieties can be resolved through debate on the worrisome issues, and the speech offers a 

starting point for such resolution. In the attempt to perform the reconciliatory task, Jospin chooses 

to focus on the content of Europe, on the things that all the European nations have in common, and 

the tasks that everyone agrees the EU should perform.  

The conciliation of the national and the European that is the main premise for both 

the first and the second personae is furthered by opposing the European nations to a common 

‘other,’ namely unregulated, free-reeling globalisation and more specifically unilateral cultural, 

economic and political dominance (ll. 117-118, ll. 128-130). By references to recognised 

achievements and common others and through inclusive appeals to participation in further 

developments Jospin seeks total identification between his own and the audience’s positions. The 

common identity he envisions is one in which national and European dimensions are not opposed, 

and in which both can be seen to benefit from the same initiatives. Jospin proposes the term 

“federation of nation states”71 as the conceptualisation of the EU that conforms to the personae he 

has created for himself and his audience.  

 Jospin seeks to construct an inclusive position to which ‘everyone’ can adhere. He sets 

his speech in the context of the French public debate on the issues raised at the Nice summit, and he 

extends an invitation to the citizens to participate in the debate. However, Jospin does not offer any 

explicit opportunities for discussion since there is little trace of alternative positions and counter-

                                                        
71 According to Jospin, this term, as coined by Jacques Delors, reflects the unique mixture of national realities and 
federal ideals at which he aims: “There are nations, strong, vibrant, attached to their identity that found the wealth of 
our continent. And then there is the will to unite, to build a unity that will make each one stronger” (ll. 232-233). 
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arguments within the speech. On the basis of Jospin’s intervention the average citizen may accept or 

reject the offered vision of a reconciled European and national identity grounded in shared values 

and principles, but the speech offers little clue as to how the discussion could be continued. If 

citizens are to discuss Jospin’s position critically they must have recourse to alternatives 

independently of the speech. 

At one point Jospin does mention an alternative position, a recent proposal by the 

German social democrats for the constitution of a European federation along the lines of the 

German federal model (ll. 210-212). This reference and a foregoing reminder that the final decision 

on the treaty reforms will be taken by the heads of state and government in unanimity (ll. 205-207), 

indicate that Jospin is speaking as much to the decision-makers at the European level as to his 

national public. As a contribution to the discussion between high-ranking politicians and 

bureaucrats the speech may be better suited to elicit responses, since other policy-makers have prior 

knowledge of alternative suggestions and, thus, are able to provide the lacking objections. Also, the 

speech is concluded by proposing that a convention composed of different political actors be set 

down (ll. 328-332), and this proposition provides a concrete suggestion as to how the debate should 

be continued at the political level.  

These considerations do not narrow the inclusiveness of Jospin’s speech, but point out 

that the speech serves different functions for different audiences. The general French public is 

offered a presentation of their Prime Minister’s vision of Europe; a position that can be accepted or 

rejected but hardly debated substantially. The audience of European decision-makers is provided 

with further alternatives to include in the already wide catalogue of reform proposals and with a 

constructive suggestion on the procedure for continuing the debate. 

 

5.3.2. “A qualitative leap is necessary” – Prodi in Paris 

Since Romano Prodi’s speech was delivered on the day following Jospin’s intervention and since 

there is a considerable overlap in the coverage of the two speeches, I have chosen to present the 

reactions to the two speeches jointly. Therefore, I shall introduce Prodi’s speech before turning to 

the press coverage.72 

 

                                                        
72 The coverage of  Jospin’s and Prodi’s speeches was gathered using the same procedure as in the case of the four other 
speeches. After the two ten-day samples had been collected they were joined in one eleven-day sample; within this 
sample distinctions can still be made between those articles that treat one or the other of the speeches exclusively and 
those that deal with both utterances. 
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Presentation of the speech 

Romano Prodi is Italian and had a national political career – he was Prime Minister from May 1996 

to May 1998 – before he took over the presidency of the Commission in September 1999.73 Prodi 

has announced that he will return to national politics when his term as Commission president ends 

on the 1st of November 2004.74 As president of the European Commission Romano Prodi makes 

regular interventions into ongoing debates on issues that pertain to the EU, and the debate on the 

future of Europe is certainly no exception. The speech to be discussed here was held on the 29th of 

May 2001 in Paris, more specifically in the grand amphitheatre of the Institute of Political Studies, 

or Sciences-Po as this elite institution is commonly called.75 As is his custom when addressing 

primarily French audiences, Prodi delivered the speech in French,76 and the speech is entitled “For a 

strong Europe, endowed with a grand project and the means of action.”77 As indicated in the title, 

the speech is decidedly pro-European and deals with the nature of the EU’s objectives and 

instruments. 

 

Constitution of personae 

At the very beginning of the speech Prodi identifies and positions the immediate audience: “You are 

young. You have grown up after the fall of the Berlin wall. You are not prisoners of the schemata of 

the cold war: an enlarged Europe is your natural horizon. The discussion of the future of the 

European Union is above all your debate” (ll. 6-9). Prodi invites the immediate audience to identify 

with the Europe that will emerge after enlargement, and to participate in the debate that is 

constitutive of this emergent Europe. However, the speech is not only directed to the students in the 

amphitheatre, but is to be seen as a contribution to the on-going political debate on the future of 

Europe. Through references to Jospin’s speech of the previous day (ll. 78-79, l. 309, and l. 495) and 

to a proposal by the German Chancellor Schröder (l. 502) it is indicated that Prodi’s speech should 

                                                        
73 http://www.europa.eu.int/comm/commissioners/prodi/president/cv_en.htm 
74 This announcement was first made in February 2004 and recorded in several media. See the website of  “United in 
the Olive Tree” (www.ulivo.it), Prodi’s political alliance, for his own account. Prodi’s successor, former Portuguese 
Prime Minister José Manuel Barroso, was appointed by the heads of state and government at their European Council 
meeting on the 18th of June 2004 (http://europa.eu.int/comm/commissioners/barroso/index_en.htm).  
75 As reported by Le Figaro (30/05/01). Other speeches by Prodi that would have been suitable for study include his 
intervention at the European Parliament on the 3rd of October 2000 and a speech held at the University College of Cork, 
Ireland, on the 22nd of June 2001. The Sciences-Po-speech was chosen for its close temporal and spatial proximity to 
another of the studied speeches, as I felt it would be important to study how the press coverage reacted to such 
closeness. 
76 According to a personal communication with the Commission press corp. I was also informed that Prodi usually 
speaks to international audiences in English and that he uses Italian when addressing Italian audiences and when 
speaking to the European institutions. 
77 “Pour une Europe forte, dotée d’un grand projet et de moyens d’action.” 
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be regarded as an intervention of similar calibre. As a major statement of opinion by a member of 

the highest European political echelon, the speech is not only directed to the general public, but also 

seeks to contribute to the dialogue of the decision-makers. Thus, while the speech is explicitly 

addressed to the physically present audience at Sciences-Po, it is also an intervention into the arena 

of public debate on the future of Europe in the broad sense, and it has a more specific appeal to the 

political decision-makers. 

 Apart from the introductory remarks on the immediate audience, the speech contains 

very little direct positioning of the audience. Instead, Prodi offers his own persona as a role model 

for his audiences. The speaker’s position is presented as a comprehensive one whose breadth is 

achieved by circumventing false contradictions. The first contradiction is that between those who 

want more and those who want less Europe. Prodi feels that this polarisation stifles the debate and 

seeks to side-step it by advocating complementarity; local, national and European levels of 

collective action, says Prodi, are all necessary for those who wish to operate effectively in a 

globalised world (ll. 376-386). However, the recognition that the European and the national 

positions may be harmonised does not lead Prodi to suggest they are interchangeable. Thus, Prodi 

rejects the purely federal approach, but his rejection of renationalisation is just as firm (ll. 284-286). 

In fact, he contends that “all in-depth interrogations, every attempt to assign objectives to the Union 

that live up to the challenge of globalisation, lead to a single diagnosis: the Union needs more 

coherence and, in many key areas, more integration. A qualitative leap is necessary” (ll. 265-270).  

 The second contradiction that Prodi seeks to overcome consists of the discussants’ 

tendency to focus on either the EU’s substance or its institutions. Prodi thinks these two areas are 

interdependent and thus should not be viewed as separate issues. However, he recognises that the 

reconciliation of objectives and frameworks is no easy task and attempts to unite the two elements 

under an overarching demand for change. It is in this spirit of synthesis that Prodi invites further 

contributions to the debate (ll. 510-511), and hereby the active participant in the discussion is 

positioned as necessarily recognising the need for change.  

In Prodi’s conception, agency hinges upon willingness to combine views that are often 

seen as being irreconcilable; the second persona is constituted as participating with the first persona 

in a rational process through which the best possible means of operation can be determined once the 
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objectives have become clear.78 These two personae need not agree on the specific proposals, but 

they have a common understanding of what issues should be debated and of how the discussion 

should be conducted. However, it seems that Prodi acknowledges the existence of a position that 

does not share these features and feels obliged to address this position as a second rather than a third 

persona. In introducing the issue of the EU’s democratic legitimacy Prodi says: “in reality, I am 

always astonished by the tenacious idea that the European institutions suffer from a deficit of 

legitimation. […] But such is the perception” (ll. 443-453). Prodi concedes to the public demand for 

treatment of the issue, thereby displaying that he is willing if not to change his own position, then at 

least to address concerns that are not his own. He demonstrates willingness to engage in dialogue 

with people, who do not fit his ideal conception of the second persona.  

In its tone and general line of inquiry Prodi’s speech belongs to the level of debate at 

which the proposals of the different political leaders are compared in order to locate possibilities for 

reaching consensus or striking deals. Yet the inclusion of the non-ideal second persona indicates 

readiness to address issues of broad public concern even when these issues do not match Prodi’s 

own priorities, and thereby the possibility of a dialogue between the first persona and a broader 

public is maintained.    

 

5.3.3. Initiatives and responses – the press coverage of Jospin’s and Prodi’s speeches 

France: at long last Jospin speaks 

The 11-day sample of the French coverage of Jospin’s and Prodi’s speeches consists of a total of 30 

articles (see figure 18); two are commentaries and there is one leader, but many of the 27 regular 

news stories also have a decidedly evaluative tone. The overwhelming majority of the articles focus 

on Jospin’s speech, and Prodi’s intervention is almost exclusively considered in relation to Jospin’s 

utterance. The most frequently recurring theme of the coverage is that Jospin’s speech was 

expected.79 The main point of the articles, which concentrate on this matter, is that the speech is a 

response to a demand that has been mounting in the French public and among European policy-

makers for a long time, a demand for Jospin to break his silence on Europe. Jospin has been 

“ridiculed for an attitude deemed timorous, criticised by his political friends for having let the field 

open to Jacques Chirac, and by all for having de facto substantiated the impression of an inversion 

                                                        
78 The first and second personae are thus conceptualised and united by their common difference from the third personae 
that inhabit one or the other extreme position. These third personae are the most important of the speech, but Prodi also 
refers to the ‘other’ of unregulated forces of globalisation and capitalism (ll. 139-146, ll. 201-205) against which Jospin 
sought to unite his first and second personae. 
79 LM 26/05/01B, Lib 28/05/01, LF 28/05/01, LM 29/05/01F+J, LF 29/05/01, LM 30/05/01B. 
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of the tradition according to which, concerning Europe, France has explained its ideas to Germany 

who would execute them…” (LM 26/05/01B).  

 
 Jospin’s long awaited contribution is also placed in the context of the ongoing debate, 

beginning with Fischer’s Humboldt-speech and ending with Prodi’s intervention on the following 

day.80 When referring to the debate coverage presents the developments of the debate so far, and the 

positions of the different political leaders are ordered along a federal-intergovernmental continuum. 

Jospin is then positioned within the debate, and more specifically his proposals are compared to 

those of Prodi. The general opinion is that Jospin should be placed at the middle of the continuum 

and that his views are less integrationist than Prodi’s. In the words of Libération’s reporter:  “…the 

president of the Commission has used the opportunity of his speech at Sciences-Po to make heard a 

more ‘communitary’ music than the hymn to the ‘reality of the nation states’ song by Jospin on 

Monday”  (Lib 30/05/01).  

A few articles draw lines from the present into the future in order to indicate how the 

debate will be continued.81 And others place the speech in the broad historical context of general 

conceptions of Europe.82 The traditional positions are presented as follows: “In the 1970’s it was 

said that the French wanted a strong Europe with weak institutions, the British wanted weak 

institutions for a weak Europe, and the Germans strong institutions in service of a Europe in which 

the finality was ignored” (LM 02/06/01). Jospin is thought to be continuing the traditional French 

                                                        
80 LM 26/05/01B, Lib 28/05/01, LF 28/05/01, LM 29/05/01D+F, Lib 30/05/01, LF 30/05/00. 
81 LM 26/05/01B, 29/05/01F, and 02/06/01. 
82 LM 02/06/01, LF 05/06/01. 

Figure 18: The French coverage of Jospin's and Prodi's speeches
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line – in fact the speech is accused of being too French83 – and it is doubted whether his proposals 

can overcome the paradox inherent in the French approach.84 

 Jospin’s speech is also perceived in more strategic terms as an attempt to claim a 

favourable position in the French presidential election campaign.85 In this campaign Jospin faces 

several EU-sceptical candidates, and the intervention is seen as a “…purely French electoral speech, 

intended to muffle the European debate until 2002” (LM 30/05/01A). That the speech should serve 

the function of taking the EU-debate off the French electoral agenda is rather ironic, since it is 

perceived as opening up this discussion in the context of the British electoral campaign.86 In this 

regard, it is reported that Jospin’s speech will not help Tony Blair, and that Jospin had been asked 

not to present views that would be too inconvenient for Blair and his Labour government. Also, it is 

stated that, the speech having been delivered, Blair attempts to turn the situation to his advantage by 

arguing that Jospin’s visions prove Britain has nothing to fear from Europe.87  

 There is one last recurring theme of the French coverage, namely the reactions that 

Jospin’s intervention brought about both nationally and in the capitals across Europe. The national 

reactions are reported to be mostly negative, with only the members of Jospin’s own party voicing 

genuine enthusiasm and support.88 The speech is said to have attracted much attention outside of 

France and to have been received more positively in Madrid, Warsaw, and Stockholm than in 

Berlin.89 The German reactions are explored at more length than those of other countries; in 

Germany Jospin’s initiative receives praise, but there is also a certain disappointment, and it is in 

the context of the German reactions that the speech is accused of being too narrowly French.90 

Although reactions are mixed, the overall judgement passed by the French press is that Jospin with 

his speech has shown European tenacity and thereby warded off the accusations made against 

                                                        
83 LM 29/05/01J and 30/05/01B+E. 
84 “How to demand new integrated policies and refuse the profound reform of the institutions that would allow them to 
manage them well?” (LM 02/06/01). 
85 LM 29/05/01I and 30/05/01A+E. The election was not due in another year, but already the campaign was gaining 
momentum. The first electoral round was held on the 21st of April 2002. To everyone’s great surprise, Jospin did not 
make it past the first round, and in the duel of the second round held on May 5th the incumbent Jacques Chirac instead 
faced right wing populist Jean-Marie Le Pen. The result was that Chirac stayed in office and could appoint a 
government of his own political hue to replace the socialist-green coalition government of which Jospin was head until 
the disaster of the presidential elections caused him to step down.  
86 British general elections were to be held on the 7th of June 2001. 
87 LM 26/05/01A, 28/05/01, and 04/06/01.  
88 LM 30/05/01A+B. 
89 Lib 30/05/01. 
90 LM 30/05/01A+E. 
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him.91 The general sentiment is summed up in a Le Monde leader: “One can discuss the 

conclusions, but the step can only be approved” (29/05/01J). 

 

Denmark: a Franco-German conversation 

The Danish sample consists of 12 articles (see figure 19). There are two commentaries and one 

leader in the sample, and most articles focus on Jospin or on the two speeches in conjunction – only 

one piece deals exclusively with Prodi. As was the case in the French coverage, Jospin’s proposals 

take the lead not only in the articles of which they are the sole focus, but also in the instances where 

Prodi is also mentioned. The Danish coverage also resembles the French in presenting Jospin’s 

speech as an eagerly anticipated event.92  

 
 The main theme of the Danish coverage, however, is the relationship between France 

and Germany. Although the accusations that Jospin is a lukewarm European and the context of the 

upcoming presidential elections are mentioned,93 Jospin’s speech is mainly viewed as a response to 

German initiatives. The coverage explains that France has lost the right of initiative on EU matters 

to Germany and presents the speech as a rejection of the German vision of a European federation. 

The German reactions to Jospin’s speech are also covered in depth.94 

 When Prodi’s speech is included in the reports it is recognised that there are other 

participants in the debate than France and Germany, but the Franco-German conversation remains 

                                                        
91 LM 29/05/01F+J, LF 29/05/01. 
92 Inf 26/05/01, Pol 29/05/01, JP 29/05/01, Inf 29/05/01. 
93 Pol 29/05/01. 
94 Inf 26/05/01, Pol 29/05/01, Inf 29/05/01, JP 29/05/01, Inf 30/05/01A, JP 30/05/01. 

Figure 19: The Danish coverage of Jospin's and Prodi's speeches
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the main point of reference. Prodi is said to ask more than Jospin offers, and he is therefore aligned 

with the German side of the discussion. In return Jospin’s position is backed by the Danish 

government, and the full range of possible viewpoints is unfolded through the inclusion of the 

British stance.95 At this juncture, the debate on the future of Europe is introduced as an ongoing 

process.96 The developments of the debate from its inception and onwards to its planned conclusion 

in 2004 are traced, and a fault-line between those who want constitutional debate and those who do 

not is introduced. On this issue France and Germany are said to agree, and their active attitude is 

opposed to the passive Danish position:  

The European constitutional debate rages after the latest manifestations by the French 
Prime Minister Lionel Jospin and the German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder, but a 
telling silence has spread over the Danish EU-debate. Not even when the president of 
the Commission, Romano Prodi, launched the idea of a common EU-tax was there any 
particular reverberation in Denmark (Inf 05/06/01).  
 

 This Danish passivity is lamented, and the call for active participation is subtly extended beyond 

the line of leading politicians: “A long European conversation has begun. It will be interesting to 

see how many others than the heads of government will participate in it in the months and years to 

come” (Pol 03/06/01).  

 

Germany: a noble contest of European ideas 

There are 33 articles in the German 11-day sample (see figure 20), including two commentaries and 

four leaders. The German coverage follows the pattern of attending mostly to Jospin’s speech and it 

presents Prodi’s intervention as a response to Jospin, although it is recognised that this is not how 

Prodi intended it.97 Jospin’s speech is seen as a positioning in the burgeoning French presidential 

electoral campaign, but more frequently it is conceived as a response to German initiatives.98 As an 

answer to Germany, Jospin’s speech is reported to be a rejection of federalist ambitions, and in this 

context other member states are said to join forces with the French, not necessarily because of 

agreement with Jospin’s proposals, but because of common opposition to the German plans. 

                                                        
95 BT 30/05/01, Pol 02/06/01. 
96 Pol 02/06/01 and 03/06/01, Inf 05/06/01. 
97 taz, 30/05/01, SZ 30/05/01B, FAZ 30/05/01A. 
98 FAZ 28/05/01, taz 29/05/01A, D+E, SZ 29/05/01A. 
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The most dominant contextualisation, however, is that of the European debate as such. 

Germany and France may lead this debate, and the relationship between the two may form a central 

axis, but the coverage claims that the discussion is not restricted to these two countries.99 In the 

context of the general debate, special attention is paid to Joschka Fischer’s initiatory and agenda-

setting function, and there are summaries of the views posited so far (Fischer, Chirac, Blair, 

Schröder). Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung expresses the general sentiment of this line of coverage: 

Happy Europe: since foreign minister Fischer sketched out a picture of the future 
Europe in his Humboldt-speech in May of last year, a noble contest on the best form of 
the grand conception of the European Union has been going on. […] One may regret 
that the discourse on the future architecture of Europe is limited to the political elite and 
hardly reaches the people. But it could be that it will contribute to the creation of a 
European consciousness without which the unification of Europe cannot be successful 
in the end (31/05/01B). 
 

 The understanding of the speech as an intervention into national French, Franco-

German, and European debates is reflected in the reported reactions to it. The reactions of the 

immediate audience and of the French socialist party are said to be positive, but Jospin’s political 

partners are not enthusiastic and the speech is criticised by his opponents.100 The German 

government reacts positively to the speech, welcoming it as an important contribution to the debate, 

but the German opposition and German MEPs express their disappointment.101 As mentioned, 

Prodi’s speech is treated as a reaction to Jospin’s, and Prodi is reported to be supportive of Jospin’s 

                                                        
99 SZ 29/05/01A+B and 20/05/01B, FAZ 30/05/01A and 31/05/01B. 
100 taz 29/05/01D, FAZ 30/05/01D. 
101 taz 29/05/01C-E, FAZ 29/05/01B,C+E, 30/05/01E, and 31/05/01A. 

Figure 20: The German coverage of Jospin's and Prodi's speeches
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views.102 Furthermore, Polish reactions to Jospin’s proposals are said to be positive, and the Spanish 

government also expresses its support.103 Finally, the British government’s response to both Jospin 

and Prodi is recorded. Tony Blair, the coverage notes, is not happy with the nourishment the 

speeches have given to the European theme in the British electoral campaign, but he says Britain 

should participate actively in the European debate in order to win the arguments on the Union’s 

future shape.104  

 

England: foreign interventions into the electoral campaign 

The sample of the English newspapers yielded 34 articles covering Jospin’s, Prodi’s or both 

speeches (see figure 21). Almost two thirds of the coverage deals exclusively with Jospin’s speech, 

one third include both, and the few remaining pieces only mention Prodi. There are six 

commentaries, two leaders, and one letter in the sample. The most prominent contextualisation of 

the English newspapers is that of the British electoral campaign.105 In this context both speeches are 

conceived as being inconvenient for Tony Blair and his Labour party, who try to keep the European 

theme out of the campaign, and advantageous for the Tories, who are placing all their hopes in the 

electorate’s fear of the advent of a European superstate. 

 

                                                        
102 taz 30/05/01, SZ 30/05/01B, FAZ 30/05/01A. 
103 FAZ 30/05/01B+F. 
104 FAZ 30/05/01C. 
105 FT 26/05/00, Tim 27/05/01, Ind 28/05/01A+B, Guar 28/05/01, Tim 29/05/01C+D, Ind 29/05/01A+B, Guar 
29/05/01B, FT 29/05/01A+B, Tim 30/05/01, Guar 30/05/01C, FT 30/05/01B, Tim 01/06/01, Guar 01/06/01. 

Figure 21: The English coverage of Jospin's and Prodi's speeches
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Although the upcoming British elections impact heavily on the coverage, the broader 

context of the ongoing European debate is also presented. Jospin’s and Prodi’s speeches are placed 

alongside the foregoing interventions of other political leaders so that “…the interested public can 

now ponder plans for the future ranging – for want of a more precise word – from the ‘federal’ to 

the ‘intergovernmental’” (FT 30/05/01A). In this context the main purpose of the English coverage 

is to place the different interventions on the continuum and to display cleavages and alliances.106 

There is general consensus on placing Prodi’s speech at the more integrationist end of 

the scale. Moreover, Jospin’s speech is commonly understood as a rejection of the German federal 

visions of Europe. However, the articles display disagreement as to how this rejection places Jospin 

in relation to the British position. Some see a close connection between Jospin’s and Blair’s visions, 

others emphasise the differences between the British and the Continental views, and some choose to 

position Jospin as mediator between British and German views.  

Interestingly, the whole range of options is expressed in articles of the issue of The 

Times that was published on the 29th of May. A home news article entitled “The real rift in Europe 

is not the Channel” states: “Europe is divided on its future, but not in the way that the Conservatives 

claim. […] much more important than any cross-Channel differences are those between France and 

Germany” (29/05/01C). A feature article claims that “…far less divides France and Germany than 

divides both from the British position” (29/05/01A). And the journalist covering the events from 

Paris asserts:  “…the French Prime Minister, yesterday laid down marks for a more Gallic-style 

union that fell between Germany’s blueprint for federation and Tony Blair’s vision of a European 

‘superpower but not a superstate’” (29/05/01B).  

In spite of the differences concerning the exact positioning of the players, the English 

coverage generally agrees that the ensuing debate represents a positive development. A Financial 

Times-leader puts the case clearly: “all these ideas […] must be debated long and hard between now 

and 2004 – the deadline for the next EU reform” (29/05/01C). 

 

                                                        
106 Ind 28/05/01A+B, FT 28/05/01, Tim 29/05/01A-C, Ind 29/05/01C, Guar 29/05/01A+B, FT 29/05/01B-D, Ind 
30/05/01, Guar 30/05/01A+B, FT 30/05/01A+B, FT 01/06/01A, Tim 03/06/01. 
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Spain: presentation of various issues from different angles 

The Spanish coverage of Jospin’s and Prodi’s speeches during the sampled period consists of 24 

articles (see figure 22); of these two are commentaries and three are leaders. Although more than 

half of the Spanish articles only mention Jospin, there are proportionately more pieces that refer to 

Prodi’s speech in the Spanish coverage than in any of the other national reports. However, this 

distribution of attention is not an expression of any general tendency, but rather an indication of 

how dispersed the Spanish coverage is. The Spanish articles bring up a number of different themes, 

but there is no general direction of the reporting. Thus, it is mentioned that Jospin’s speech was 

long awaited, the two speeches’ interference with the British electoral campaign is noted, and the 

clash between French and German viewpoints is also a recurring theme.107 

 
In the context of the Franco-German exchange Prodi is positioned alongside France.108 

Moreover, Spain is reported to be closer to the French than to the German position,109 but the 

Spanish government is also criticised for being unclear or even inarticulate, and calls are made for 

an upsurge and reorientation of the debate in Spain.110 An El País leader discusses the situation and 

states that recent Spanish actions have left an “…image of an executive that has not been able to 

create a strategy that makes it possible to make the Spanish interest compatible with the common 

European interest. While Jospin, Blair, Schröder or Prodi speak of their visions for the Europe of 

the future, a general Spanish focus still has not been articulated” (31/05/01). This lack of focus not 

                                                        
107 Exp 29/05/01A, CD 29/05/01, EP 29/05/01A-D+F, 30/05/01C, and 03/06/01A,B+D. 
108 CD 30/05/01B, EP 03/06/01A. 
109 EP 29/05/01D, CD 29/05/01, EP 31/05/01 and 01/06/01B. 
110 EP 29/05/01C, 31/05/01, and 04/06/01. 

Figure 22: The Spanish coverage of Jospin's and Prodi's speeches
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only defines the Spanish executive’s attitude, but – as the preceding presentation has shown – may 

be extended to the Spanish press coverage of the debate as well. 

 

5.3.4. Personae offered in and responses given to Jospin’s and Prodi’s speeches  

Both Jospin and Prodi seek to create positions of collective action in the form of continued debate 

on the future of Europe that are characterised by the reconciliation of national and European 

positions. Moreover, both speakers explicitly invite continuation of the debate. Jospin primarily 

sees the active discussion as a matter for the politicians and positions the public as spectator. Prodi 

primarily addresses the people and invites them to debate his views with him. On this basis it is 

perhaps surprising that Jospin’s speech receives the most public attention and that it is his terms of 

discussion that pervade the coverage. However, a consideration of the specific situations in which 

Jospin and Prodi speak may help explain the newspapers’ reception of the speeches.  

 

Figure 23: The personae offered in and responses given to Jospin’s speech 

Jospin’s speech is perceived as an answer to a demand that had been building in both 

the French public and in the European political context, and as such the statement would probably 

draw attention no matter what personae and fields of communicative interaction it were to offer. 

Jospin chooses to speak at the Maison de la Radio to an audience partially composed of French and 

foreign journalists thereby clearly demonstrating that the actual audience of his speech is the French 

and European public (see figure 23). Prodi speaks in a less salient situation; the fact that he once 
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again presents his views to one or another specific audience might have passed altogether unnoticed 

had it not been for the close proximity between his and Jospin’s utterances. Although the German 

press is probably right in arguing that Prodi had not intended his statement at the Sciences-Po to be 

conceived in the context of Jospin’s speech, it is quite understandable that the newspapers should 

make this contextualisation. In itself Prodi’s speech is too abstract in the positions it forwards and 

too conventional in the choice of speaking situation for the newspapers to pay it any sustained 

attention and for other actors to discuss it independently (see figure 24). 

 

 

Figure 24: The personae offered in and responses given to Prodi’s speech 
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5.3.5. “The EU is our effective, progressive platform” – Lykketoft in Copenhagen 

Presentation of the speech 

On the 23rd of August 2001 Mogens Lykketoft, who was then the Danish foreign minister, 

presented his visions for the future of Europe to the Council for International Affairs at the Danish 

parliament. The speech was entitled “Europe in the world,”111 and its advent had been announced in 

June when the government published a white paper on Denmark’s relationship with Europe.112 The 

relationship between Denmark and the EU is at the base of all the opinions set forth in the speech. 

The vision advocated is one in which common European decisions and actions should be taken in 

many different areas. Yet Lykketoft places a fundamental restriction on the EU’s development: 

however profound and extensive the co-operation may become, it should retain its 

intergovernmental dimension.  

 

Constitution of personae 

In the opening paragraphs of the speech Lykketoft performs a simultaneous identification of himself 

and his audience, not only establishing the speaking and the listening positions, but also creating 

common ground between them. He begins this task by presenting the EU as a necessary framework 

for Danish efforts to create positive developments on a global scale (ll. 5-6), but public support for 

the common project is not taken for granted (ll. 25-29). Rather, Lykketoft takes up the issue of 

people’s hesitancy towards the EU and seeks to redefine it: “The doubt about the EU is probably 

not an expression of a division of the nations into two populational groups in total disagreement. It 

is rather an expression of oppositional sentiments in the minds of most of us: We both have strong 

feelings tied to the nation and a sense of the utility of European co-operation” (ll. 32-36). This 

definition of doubt as an inherent trait of both speaker and audience is followed by a narrative in 

which historical developments mean that an initial scepticism towards the EU is replaced by firm 

conviction that it is the most productive forum for positive change.  

 Lykketoft’s position is abstractly identified as being proactive and the speech is 

addressed to an equally abstract second persona with the same basic traits as the speaker. It is from 

this vantage-point of basic commonality that Lykketoft substantiates and advocates his proposals, 

but before taking up this task he performs a move of demarcation, identifying and shutting out a 

third persona and confirming the identity of the first and second personae in the process:  

                                                        
111 “Europa i verden.” 
112 Says the reporter covering Lykketoft’s speech for Information (24/08/01B). 
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There is talk of building bridges in Danish European policy. Bridges cannot be built to 
those who deny the realities of the European co-operation and whose political lives 
depend upon nourishing prejudices and fear of the future, the foreign, and the 
foreigners. But bridges can and must be built between the national characteristics we 
want to maintain, and the European co-operation we cannot do without. My speech 
today is an attempt at such bridge building (ll. 47-53).  
 

Viewing the rest of the speech from the perspective of the bridge metaphor, it seems that a double 

connection is being sought. In presenting his vision of Europe Lykketoft both attempts to bind his 

and the audience’s nationally anchored personae to each other and to the EU. Lykketoft presents a 

substantial vision of Europe’s future that he judges to be wholly realistic, capable of dealing with 

the existing challenges, and in accordance with the positions of the European partners (ll. 61-63). 

The third persona that is internal to the Danish context, but differentiated from the 

people whom Lykketoft invites to participate in dialogue and co-operation, is not the only position 

from which the speaker differentiates himself and his audience. An external third persona that is 

similar to the third personae of unregulated capitalism and globalisation presented by Jospin and 

Prodi is also established. However, Lykketoft does not only present the common ‘other’ of the EU 

members in terms of a struggle against abstract forces, he also presents the US as the specific third 

persona in opposition to which a common European identity should be created and endorsed (ll. 

227-248).113 

  Lykketoft creates a common speaker-audience identity that is clearly national, but 

takes a constructive attitude towards the EU seeing it as the means to achieve already accepted 

goals. From this perspective the main question becomes how to organise the EU in such a way that 

it will be capable of effective action without encroaching on the member states’ national 

sovereignty. The question of this organisation is the issue on which Lykketoft welcomes further 

discussion, and he thereby endorses and promotes the agenda of the Nice Declaration. In his 

consideration of how the debate should be continued, Lykketoft declares his support for the idea of 

creating a convention (ll. 538-540). However, Lykketoft warns of entering into complicated debates 

about a constitution for the EU, a catalogue of competences and other technical matters; such 

discussions, he says, will only strengthen myths about secret plans of a stronger Union (ll. 616-

620). 

By following the agenda that was established at Nice, by referring to Jospin’s position 

(ll. 374-375) and to proposals put forward by Tony Blair and the Czech president Vaclav Havel (ll. 

                                                        
113 Jospin (ll. 166-1667 and ll. 181-182) and Prodi (ll. 139-142 and ll. 261-263) also refer to the US as part of the 
problem, but do not position it directly as a third persona.  
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659-660) Lykketoft relates to the European debate that is being conducted at the highest political 

level. However, the speech is not primarily an intervention into this context, but instead addresses a 

distinctly Danish second persona. Rather than creating a European persona for himself and his 

audience, Lykketoft establishes a Danish perspective from which the EU can be viewed positively 

and encountered constructively.  

The speech recognises the importance of presenting one’s views on the European 

scene in order to influence the reform process (ll. 532-533), but the invitation to public participation 

in the debate does not transcend the national boundaries. Public discussion, in Lykketoft’s account, 

takes place nationally, and the politicians represent the views of their electorates at the European 

level; as Lykketoft sees it, the two domains do not overlap. In the last instance the goal of the 

speech is to create a national public opinion, a consensus on Denmark’s relationship with the EU, 

on the basis of which the Danish government can seek to influence developments in Europe.       

 

5.3.6. A singularly Danish response – the press coverage of Lykketoft’s speech 

The ten-day survey of English, French, German, and Spanish newspapers did not yield any results 

at all,114 but the Danish sample contains 16 articles (see figure 25).  

 

 

 

                                                        
114 As will be seen from the examination of the Danish coverage, the Danish Prime Minister at the time, Poul Nyrup 
Rasmussen, delivered a speech on the future of Europe at the Czech foreign ministry on the same day as Lykketoft gave 
his speech. However, a search for English, French, German, and Spanish coverage of Nyrup’s speech did not bring forth 
any results either. 

Figure 25: The Danish coverage of Lykketoft's speech

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

21.08 22.08 23.08 24.08 25.08 26.08 27.08 28.08 29.08 30.08

Date of publication

N
o.

 o
f a

rt
ic

le
s

Inf

JP

BT

Pol



The Constitution of Meaning 

 132

The coverage presents the speech in two different contexts: it is both seen as a 

response to demands put forth in the national Danish setting and as an intervention into the 

European debate. In the national context the speech is viewed as a long awaited effort to heighten 

the quality of the EU-debate by setting out the government’s position.115 In this respect the content 

of the speech is compared with a statement that the Prime Minister delivered to the Czech Foreign 

Ministry on the same day as Lykketoft made his intervention. The two speeches are judged to be 

very similar, thereby presenting a coherent impression of the government’s position.116 The 

coverage briefly focuses on the content of Lykketoft’s – and the Prime Minister’s – speech(es), and 

then moves on to cover the reactions of various actors on the Danish political scene.117 The 

individual articles focus on one or another political party’s or a number of parties’ reactions, but all 

the texts contribute to the same general picture. An article from Jyllands-Posten provides an 

overview:  

The government’s first initiative in the grand project of building bridges to those parties 
who voted no to the EU’s common currency last year, is received well by SF [the 
Socialist People’s Party]. It is received with mixed emotions by the Christian People’s 
Party [now the Christian Democrats] and hits rock-bottom with the Danish People’s 
Party [a right wing, populist party] and the United List [a left wing coalition of former 
communists and other radical socialist groups]. […] Among the EU-supporters in 
parliament there is only cautious criticism. […] Outside parliament, in the two EU-
opposition movements, the reaction is that the government is about to found a united 
Europe (24/08/01A). 

 
 In the European context it is noted that the Danish government’s proposal replies to 

the speeches of other leading politicians, but does not set the agenda in Europe.118 Information’s 

reporter comments that “it is not altogether easy to contribute something new when one has chosen 

the spot as speaker number 15 in line after Fischer, Jospin, Amato, Blair, Lipponen…” (25/08/01C). 

Lykketoft’s intervention is compared with the proposals of the other leaders, and here the articles 

show some disagreement. One Politiken article sees the speech as an attempt at alignment with the 

UK, whereas the rest of the coverage emphasises the close connection with Jospin’s position.119 

However, the coverage agrees that the speech should be placed at the intergovernmental end of the 

scale. Also, there is general agreement that the speech is not primarily addressed to the European 

scene, but to “…the half of the population – or as Lykketoft perhaps more precisely put it, the half 

of all of us – that might vote no to an EU-referendum” (Pol 28/08/01B). And the final verdict on the 

                                                        
115 JP 23/08/01, Inf 24/08/01A, JP 24/08/01B, Pol 28/08/01B. 
116 Pol 24/08/01B, Inf 24/08/01A+B, JP 24/08/01B. 
117 Pol 24/08/01A, Inf 24/08/01A+B, JP 24/08/01A, Inf 25/08/01B, JP 25/08/01B. 
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speech is that given the various national and European constraints120 it is a success – at least in the 

national context. Or, as an Information leader puts it: “Hurray! Now there finally is some movement 

in the debate on European policy” (25/08/01A). 

 

5.3.7. Personae offered in and reactions given to Lykketoft’s speech 

The first and second personae that Lykketoft offers are primarily national; from the Danish vantage-

point they reflect constructively on the European developments and discuss how the EU might be 

improved. Although the purely sceptic position is excluded from the dialogue Lykketoft invites and 

although he creates a specific ‘other’ against which the members of the EU might unite, his appeal 

is first and foremost national.  

 

 

Figure 26: The personae offered in and responses given to Lykketoft’s speech 

When taking account of the personae Lykketoft creates and the opportunity for debate 

he offers, it is by no means surprising that his intervention should only elicit a Danish response. 

Lykketoft’s speech is directed to a national audience, and this direction combines with the fact that 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
118 Inf 24/08/01B, Pol 25/08/01. 
119 Pol 25/08/01, Inf 25/08/01A+C, Pol 28/08/01B. 
120 In addition to joining the debate late, the Danish exceptions are mentioned as impediments to an offensive Danish 
line in the European debate (Pol 28/08/01B). 
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media from other nation-states are not likely to pay much attention to utterances emanating from a 

small, notoriously foot-dragging EU-member like Denmark to create a self-fulfilling prophecy. The  

Danish views do not receive much attention abroad because they are of primarily national Danish 

relevance, and Danish statements are exclusively oriented to the national context because they do 

not receive any attention abroad. Thus, the Danish press’ evaluation of Lykketoft’s speech is an 

interesting reversal of the English press’ judgement of Blair’s intervention: successful at home, but 

a failure abroad. The relations discussed here are illustrated in figure 26. 

 

5.4. Turning point two: institutionalisation of the debate 

On the 14th and 15th of December 2001 the heads of state and government of the EU’s 15 member 

states convened at the castle of Laeken just outside Brussels to hold the European Council meeting 

marking the end of Belgium’s half-year of presidency over the Union. As the first annex to the 

presidency conclusions, the official record of the meeting, the Council adopted the “Declaration on 

the future of the EU” that sets out the agenda and procedure for the next years’ debate and the 

eventual assembly of the new IGC. As mentioned above, the adoption of the Laeken Declaration 

was prefigured in the “Declaration on the future of the Union” that was appended to the Nice 

Treaty. In the earlier declaration it was established that the purpose of the Laeken Declaration 

would be to lay down the form in which the debate begun at Nice would be continued. In fulfilling 

this purpose the Laeken Declaration marks the second turning point of the debate on the future of 

Europe. The Laeken Declaration opts for the creation of a convention, a possibility that was 

mentioned and recommended in both Jospin’s and Lykketoft’s speeches, and, hence, the debate is 

institutionalised. 

 

5.4.1. “A defining moment” - the Laeken Declaration 

The Laeken Declaration consists of three main parts: the first part, entitled “Europe at a 

Crossroads,” presents the achievements of the EU and the internal and external challenges the 

Union is currently facing. The second, “Challenges and Reforms in a Renewed Union,” goes on to 

pose a long list of questions about the possible changes that might improve the EU’s ability to meet 

the challenges. And the third section, “Convening a Convention on the Future of Europe,” sets up a 

forum for debate that is to seek answers to the questions raised in the declaration. 

  The first part of the declaration establishes the understanding of the EU that 

constitutes the text’s speaking position. The declaration begins with a historical account of the EU’s 
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achievements culminating in the firm assessment that “the European Union is a success story” (l. 

14). However, the declaration goes on to place the EU at “…a defining moment in its existence” (l. 

18), thereby indicating that past accomplishments do not vouch for equal success in the 

performance of future tasks. The pending enlargement is presented as a first reason why reforms are 

necessary: “at long last, Europe is on its way to becoming one big family, without bloodshed, a real 

transformation clearly calling for a different approach from fifty years ago, when six countries first 

took the lead” (ll. 21-23). Two further reasons are put forth in the form of an external and an 

internal challenge that the Union must meet. Externally, “…Europe needs to shoulder its 

responsibilities in the governance of globalisation. The role it has to play is that of a power […] 

seeking to set globalisation within a moral framework, in other words to anchor it in solidarity and 

sustainable development” (ll. 47-52). Internally, the EU is faced with the challenge of moving 

closer to its citizens and corresponding better with their expectations. “Citizens are calling for a 

clear, open, effective, democratically controlled Community approach developing a Europe which 

points the way ahead for the world. […] There can be no doubt that this will require Europe to 

undergo renewal and reform” (ll. 69-72). By positioning the EU between its past feats and its 

current challenges, the declaration makes the claim that the Union must be reformed if it is to 

remain a success story in the future. 

 Since the declaration is an official text its first persona is the EU as such, but instead 

of assuming an anonymous and authoritative character the declaration carefully identifies the 

community of which and for which it speaks. Like the Nice Declaration the Laeken Declaration is a 

piece of auto-communication conducted at the EU’s highest political level. Yet the text is also 

aware of the citizens as a potential audience group, and it carefully positions them in relation to the 

EU persona: 

Citizens undoubtedly support the Union’s broad aims, but they do not always see a 
connection between those goals and the Union’s everyday action. They want the 
European institutions to be less unwieldy and rigid and, above all, more efficient and 
open. Many also feel that the Union should involve itself more with their particular 
concerns, instead of intervening, in every detail, in matters by their nature better left to 
Member States’ and Regions’ elected representatives. This is even perceived by some as 
a threat to their identity. More importantly, however, they feel that deals are all too 
often cut out of their sight and they want better democratic scrutiny (ll. 26-32). 
 

The Laeken Declaration identifies the citizens as having a basically positive inclination towards the 

EU, but the text asserts that the citizens have a number of expectations, which the Union currently 
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does not fulfil, and that they are dissatisfied with certain elements of the present institutional and 

procedural structure.  

 On the basis of the initial identification of the Union and its citizens three basic 

challenges are posed: “how to bring citizens, and primarily the young, closer to the European design 

and the European institutions, how to organise politics and the European political area in an 

enlarged Union and how to develop the Union into a stabilising factor and a model in the new, 

multipolar world” (ll. 75-78). The declaration does not itself seek answers to these challenges, but 

poses several series of questions in each area, thereby explicating the various elements of which 

each challenge consists and pointing the search for solutions in certain directions. The answers to 

the questions are to be sought by the Convention that is set up in the third part of the declaration.  

The Laeken Declaration, thus, performs three tasks corresponding to its three main 

sections. It identifies the sentiments of the citizens towards the EU as being characterised by 

general support but also of unfulfilled expectations. On the basis of the tension between these 

sentiments the main issues of the debate on the future of Europe are located. And the debate is 

institutionalised through the establishment of the Convention. 

 

5.4.2. Once again, the debate is launched – the press coverage of the Laeken Declaration 

The ten-day survey of the 17 newspapers for coverage of the Laeken Declaration yielded 125 

articles (see figure 27).  

 
 
 

Figure 27: The press coverage of the Laeken Declaration
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Included in this set of data are 13 commentaries, nine leaders, one letter, and 102 news stories. 

There are four dominant themes of the coverage: the declaration, the Convention, the possibility of 

a European constitution, and the bargaining process of the summit (see table 6). In the following, 

each of the four themes will be presented individually. 

 
 Declaration Convention Constitution Bargaining Other issues 

Total 51% 70% 34% 20% 38% 

Denmark 48% 67% 19% 22% 30% 

England 46% 62% 40% 32% 49% 

France 50% 83% 25% 17% 42% 

Germany 38% 72% 31% 13% 28% 

Spain 71% 65% 53% 18% 41% 

Table 6: Recurrent themes of the Laeken coverage121 

 
Creation of consensus on the declaration 

In combination the articles dealing with the Laeken Declaration present a rather detailed account of 

how agreement on the text was reached. A reflection group set up by Guy Verhofstadt, the Belgian 

Prime Minister, and consisting of various political notabilities drafted the declaration.122 In 

anticipation of the Laeken summit Verhofstadt toured the member states’ capitals with the 

reflection group’s draft declaration, taking note of the leaders’ comments and amending the text 

accordingly. The first draft was reportedly criticised in Copenhagen, London, Paris, and Madrid, 

whereas Berlin is said to be supportive of the text.123 Jyllands-Posten notes that the draft declaration 

gave rise to a paradoxical divide: “the countries that are most eager for integration are busy scolding 

the EU, while the sceptical countries like Great Britain and Denmark are defending the Union” 

(12/12/01B). Amidst the reports on the necessity to water down the declaration, the coverage 

contains several calls for an ambitious statement. It is suggested that the declaration should 

“…inject fresh impulse into the ‘deeper and wider debate about the future of the European Union’ 

launched a year ago in Nice” (FT 14/12/01A). And a sense of urgency emerges from the claim that 

                                                        
121 The table shows how many percent of the coverage dealt with the theme in question. Please note that more than one 
theme may be present within the same article (the total is more than a 100%). The category “Other issues” mainly 
consists of coverage of the other items that were dealt with at the Laeken summit, such as the creation of an EU rapid 
reaction force, the common European satellite project, Galileo, or the development of a European patent.  Also, there 
was mention of the upcoming introduction of the euro and the possibility of a British referendum on the common 
European currency.  
122 CD 17/12/01 and 20/12/01. 
123 JP 12/12/01B, FT 12/12/01and 13/12/01A+C, Inf 14/12/01, Tim 14/12/01, CD 14/12/01A+B. 
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the initiatives to be put forth in the declaration offer “…the last chance […] of strengthening the 

Union before enlargement” (SZ 13/12/01). 

The declaration is to be finalised at Laeken, and as the leaders begin their discussions 

the coverage comments on the negotiating process and its possible outcome. As noted by Le Monde:  

The heads of state and government can choose to debate the text prepared by the 
Belgian presidency profoundly, or consider that it only has a relative importance in so 
far as it will pass through the mill of the Convention, then of the Intergovernmental 
Conference. All will depend on the manner in which Guy Verhofstadt has taken account 
of the remarks made by his partners (14/12/01). 
 

It soon emerges that the declaration has been toned down considerably, and agreement is promptly 

reached.124 However, it is noted that the smooth acceptance of the final version of the declaration 

does not mean everyone interprets the text in the same way.125 And the agreed text retains some 

points that are uncomfortable to the leaders of the more sceptical member states.126 A Süddeutsche 

Zeitung article suggests that political pressure was the reason why the declaration was signed in 

spite of the remaining differences: “After the disaster summit last December in Nice the Union’s 

ridiculousness would have been exposed once and for all, if Laeken had also been a failure” 

(17/12/01A). 

Another factor, which contributes to the relatively easy acceptance of the declaration, 

is that it is now generally accepted that further debate on the future of Europe is needed. Although 

some national leaders, as noted above, continue to hold reservations about how far-going the 

reforms should be, there has emerged a common understanding of the need for both reforming the 

EU and changing the reform process itself. The politicians’ attitude is mirrored in the coverage: the 

necessity of reform is presupposed and the resolution to continue the debate receives almost full 

support.  

                                                        
124 FT 14/12/01B, JP 15/12/01B, BT 15/12/01, EP 15/12/01 and 16/12/01B+D, Ind 16/12/01, taz 17/12/01B, Tim 
18/12/01. 
125 JP 16/12/01B. 
126 BT 15/12/01, EP 15/12/01, FAZ 15/12/01B, EP 16/12/01C, Guar 17/12/01A+B, FT 17/12/01A+C, EP 20/12/01. 
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Setting up the Convention 

The Laeken Declaration sets up the Convention on the Future of Europe,127 designating its 

composition and mandate, and hence the question of what the Convention will look like is closely 

related to the creation of the declaration. In fact, it is generally agreed that setting up the 

Convention is the most important task of the declaration, and it is reported to be the one issue that 

gave cause to real controversy during the negotiation of the final text.128 Another general feature is 

the consistent presentation of the happenings at Nice as the reason why everyone now agrees that 

the method for reforming the EU’s foundational treaties must be changed.129 The Convention is said 

to represent a procedural novelty meant to create a genuinely consensual basis for reforms rather 

than leaving the reform process at the mercy of the heads of state and government who are likely to 

put their own national interests before those of the Union. Moreover, it is reported that the purpose 

of the Convention is not only to ensure a better result, but also to strengthen people’s involvement 

in the reform; both the process and its result are to enhance the public support of the European 

project. As The Guardian puts it, the leaders’ “…most important mission [at Laeken] may be 

launching a great debate on the future of the EU – ensuring it brings some changes in its wake” 

(13/12/01).  

The coverage of the entire summit is marked by a tension between hope of renewal 

and suspicion of a lapse into the problematic patterns of former meetings. However, the tension is 

especially evident in the articles dealing with the different issues that had to be settled in order to 

establish the Convention. Initial disagreements concern the agenda and mandate of the Convention, 

an issue that is closely linked to the different opinions on the general tone of the declaration. Here, 

the intergovernmentalists are portrayed as preferring a restricted agenda for a forum that is to 

deliver inspirational input to the following IGC. The federalists, on the contrary, are said to strive 

for a Convention with a broad room for discussion and to hope that its eventual recommendations 

will become impossible to ignore.130 In spite of the opposite opinions on the agenda and mandate of 

the Convention, disputes about the composition of the Convention and especially about who should  

                                                        
127 Only two articles pay any serious attention to the question of what a convention is and which historical antecedents 
the present initiative has (FAZ 14/12/01B, SZ 14/12/01A). The rest of the coverage either inserts a short explanatory 
note, usually stating that The Convention is the EU’s new, broad forum for debate, or simply leaves the term 
unexplained. 
128 JP 12/12/01B, Ind 12/12/01, FT 12/12/01, Guar 13/12/01, FT 13/12/01C, taz 13/12/01A+B, JP 14/12/01A, Guar 
14/12/01, CD 14/12/01B, Lib 14/12/01, FAZ 14/12/01B, JP 15/12/01B, LM 15/12/01A. 
129 taz 12/12/01A, Pol 13/12/01, Guar 13/12/01, FT 13/12/01, Inf 14/12/01, Lib 14/12/01, LM 14/12/01, SZ 14/12/01A, 
FAZ 14/12/01B and 15/12/01B, BT 16/12/01B and 17/12/01, FT 17/12/01A. 
130 LM 12/12/01, SZ 13/12/01 and 14/12/01A, FAZ 14/12/01A, JP 16/12/01B. 
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chair it proved to be more intense, and most attention is paid to these compositional issues.  

In the “souk-like atmosphere” that Financial Times (14/12/01B) felt had descended on 

Laeken a decision on who should head the Convention finally had to be made. Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung accounts for the decisive events: 

As the Belgian host Guy Verhofstadt declared his intention to put forth a proposal, 
Chirac quickly broke in and appealed, immediately supported by Schröder, for his 
favourite Giscard. The Portuguese Antonio Guterres attempted once again to bring 
Delors into consideration. Then the conversation was […] deadlocked for a long while 
as there was no consensus over Giscard. […] Finally, Prime Minister Verhofstadt 
conjured up a solution ‘à la belge’: Giscard would be Chairman but ‘surrounded’ as he 
later put it by two deputies: the former Italian Prime Minister Giuliano Amato and his 
own predecessor Jean-Luc Dehaene (17/12/01A). 

 
There were no vetoes to this compromise and all other issues regarding the composition and 

proceedings of the Convention had already been settled. Thus, agreement was reached; the 

Convention was created and could begin its work in March 2002. 

 

Infamous last words 

The preceding account of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s appointment as head of the Convention shows 

that the Laeken summit was not entirely purged of the bargaining that had so hampered the Nice 

summit. After the issue of setting up the Convention had been resolved the situation got even worse 

as the leaders turned to discussing the location of a number of European agencies. This discussion 

ended in a farce-like exchange of words over the placement of the European Food Authority, and the 

squabble grew so ugly that Guy Verhofstadt decided to end the meeting without locating the 

agencies, thereby leaving the issue to be settled at a future summit. Much to the delight of the 

reporters covering the Laeken Council the final exchange was subsequently leaked to the press and a 

number of articles indulge in extensive reports of the heated exchange.131  

The events of the summit’s concluding session lead to some scepticism about what 

was really achieved at Laeken.132 And the irony of the events is not lost on the reporters,133 as the 

introductory remarks of an article from The Times illustrate:  

                                                        
131 Tim 16/12/01 and 17/12/01, Guar 17/12/01A+B, FT 17/12/01D+E, Pol 17/12/01B, JP 17/12/01, taz 17/12/01D, SZ 
17/12/01B+E, Tim 18/12/01, BT 18/12/01, CD 20/12/01. 
132 JP 17/12/01, Pol 17/12/01B, Tim 17/12/01, Guard 17/12/01A, SZ 17/12/01E, Tim 18/12/01, CD 20/12/01. 
133 In the Danish coverage attention is paid to a further ironic twist, namely, that the agreement on the declaration that is 
to bring more openness to the EU was reached in secrecy (Inf 15/12/01, JP 15/12/01A, BT 15/12/01). 
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It speaks volumes for all that is wrong with the direction of the European Union that its 
leaders could engage in a bitter row as to where a European food safety agency might be 
located while cheerfully endorsing a major constitutional review with only the 
minimum dissent. It is as if those who founded the United States had spent hours 
arguing where some tea might be dumped in Boston Harbour and had ignored details of 
the Declaration of Independence (18/12/01).   
 

However, the lasting impression is a hesitant optimism as this quote from a Guardian article aptly 

conveys: “Laeken will be remembered for its exquisite catering and unseemly haggling that left a 

familiar unpleasant aftertaste. And for creating a tempting menu of ways of providing a better deal 

– and not a backroom one – for millions of ordinary Europeans” (17/12/01C).   

 

Taking the debate further – the prospect of a European constitution 

The ambivalent evaluation of the summit forms the backdrop of the attempts to foresee future 

developments. The coverage of reactions to the declaration leaves a generally positive 

impression.134 Turning to the issue of what the likely outcome of the Convention might be, it is 

noted that the Laeken Declaration is an expression of the changed terms of debate. “Half a year ago 

almost no one spoke of the goal of a constitution” (FAZ 14/12/01E), but with the declaration it is 

recognised as a possibility.  

With the acceptance of the Laeken Declaration the agenda of the debate seems to have 

changed radically, but Cinco Días thinks otherwise: “…[one] should not ignore that the answer to 

most of the imaginative challenges put forward at Laeken already appear in the speech of the 

German foreign minister at the Humboldt University…” (17/12/01). Although other articles also see 

some of the happenings at Laeken as mere reruns of earlier turns in the debate,135 all agree that 

Laeken constitutes at least one major novelty: the institutionalisation of the debate in the 

Convention. It is also agreed that the value of the Convention lies in the prospect of a deep and wide 

public debate. This sentiment is aptly summed up in a Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 

commentary’s conclusion that: “the Convention is a risky institutional experiment but it brings the 

great chance of attributing the constitutional foundation of the EU to a ‘grand débat Européen’” 

(14/12/01A). However, as another commentary in the same issue of FAZ points out, it remains 

                                                        
134 BT 16/12/01C, EP 16/12/01A,B+D, FAZ 16/12/01B, taz 17/12/01D, SZ 17/12/01A+C, BT 17/12/01, FT 17/12/01A-
C, Ind 18/12/01A, FAZ 17/12/01B, EP 18/12/01, FAZ 19/12/01, CD 20/12/01. Only in the English newspapers is there 
any serious questioning of whether the reform process that is institutionalised by the declaration will be beneficial (Tim 
16/12/01A-C). The sentiment expressed in these articles is that “Europe is moving on. And not necessarily in the 
direction Britain would want” (Tim 16/12/01C). 
135 FT 12/12/01, Exp 13/12/01, LF 13/12/01, taz 13/12/01A, FAZ 15/12/01C and 16/12/01B, taz 17/12/01A, SZ 
17/12/01C, Tim 18/12/01, CD 29/12/01. 



The Constitution of Meaning 

 142

doubtful whether the Convention will be able to spark any serious public debate: “How many 

citizens can muster the interest, time, and leisure to follow the happenings of the Convention?” 

(14/12/01B). 

 

5.4.3. Consequences of the second turning point 

Before institutionalising the debate by setting up the Convention the Laeken Declaration in a sense 

surveys the discussions that have been carried out so far, whereby the understandings and positions 

that the declaration mentions become part of the unproblematic background on which the debate 

will continue. Thus, the Laeken Declaration synthesises and endorses the personae positions and 

agency options that were presented and responded to at the six moments I have studied. The 

declaration creates a first persona of responsible politicians who are determined to ensure that the 

EU will remain successful in the future and that it will realise its full potential. The politicians will 

do this for the benefit of the second persona of the citizens who are positioned as being basically 

positively inclined towards the Union, but concerned about its recent developments and future 

challenges.  

The course of action suggested in the declaration is reform of the treaties based on 

public debate. This debate, in turn, should be conducted in positive terms – the goal is to improve 

the Union not to disassemble it. The issues to be discussed and the available proposal are all located 

between the extremes of the purely intergovernmental and the strictly federal, between the nation 

and Europe. Neither extreme is feasible, but it is equally impossible to abandon the dichotomy 

altogether. The Laeken Declaration not only stipulates what the debate should be about and how it 

should be conducted in terms of the formulation of concrete proposals, by establishing the 

Convention the declaration also sets down the procedure of the debate and defines its main actors. 

Thus, it becomes clear that politicians and members of the political circles are the primary 

participants, whereas the public at large is more of a spectator than a participant. The understanding 

of a public debate that emerges, then, is one in which political actors discuss their viewpoints with 

each other in public, not one in which ordinary citizens participate actively. 

 The press coverage of the Laeken Declaration by and large reflects the understanding 

of the debate that is laid down in the declaratory text. There is a wide acceptance of the terms of 

debate that the text establishes, wherefore these are reinforced as the basic assumptions that will 

constitute further discussions. The coverage mostly represents these ground-rules of the discussions, 

but there are some attempts at evaluating them and estimating their chances of generating the 
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desired outcome. These preliminary judgements are lukewarm. On the one hand, it is suggested that 

the debate on the future of Europe, which is now institutionalised, is a definite improvement of the 

modes of reform that have been employed so far. On the other hand, it is indicated that the 

institutionalisation of the public debate as it is now conducted may not in itself be a sufficient 

means of improving and securing the EU’s legitimacy.  

The coverage that focuses on the Laeken summit rather than the content of the 

declaration and the process of the debate displays many of the same tendencies that defined the 

coverage of the Nice summit. The split between high-minded common European visions and fierce 

haggling over specific issues in which everyone seeks to protect and promote their national interests 

emerges clearly. Thus, the process of debating the future of Europe is set apart from the actual 

decision-making and it remains doubtful whether the preparatory discussions will impact and 

facilitate the actual reforms once the moment of binding decision-making arises. There is no sign of 

the emergence of stronger mechanisms of connection between the general non-binding discussions 

and the institutionalised turning points. The lack of mediation between the debate as it is conducted 

in fora that are accessible to the public and the decisions as they are made at the closed summits 

does not bode well for the prospect of basing eventual decisions directly on the debate. Thus, there 

are no strong indications that the debate will be an independent and significant source of input and 

social legitimacy for the EU.     

 

5.5. From institutionalisation to ratification – further developments of the debate136  

On the 28th of February 2002 the Convention on the Future of Europe, or the European Convention 

as it was soon officially dubbed, held its inaugural session. On this occasion the chairman,137 Valéry 

Giscard d’Estaing, presented the Convention’s agenda and working methods to the convened 

participants.138 Giscard d’Estaing also discussed the nature of the Convention’s end-result. He 

                                                        
136 This section is a strictly referential account of the events succeeding the Laeken summit. While my conclusions are 
based exclusively on the analyses of the first two stages of the debate on the future of Europe, I felt subsequent 
developments could not be entirely ignored. Therefore, I provide the following overview of major events that took place 
between December 2001 and September 2004. The articles quoted in the following are listed in appendix 9 along with 
the rest of the studied newspaper coverage; however, they were not collected in the same systematic manner as the 
coverage of the speeches and the declarations. A number of other contributions to the debate are also referred to in the 
following; the complete references to these can be found in the bibliography.  
137 In the course of the Convention’s working period the title of president was employed more and more frequently 
(Norman, 2003, p. 43). This shift possibly reflects the lack of a distinction between a chairman and a president in the 
French language, but it may also be a sign of growing recognition and acceptance of Giscard d’Estaing’s authority. 
Since the term chairman was preferred in the early stages of the debate on which I focus, I have chosen to maintain this 
term in my presentation of later events in order to avoid any confusion as to which post I am speaking of.  
138 This introductory speech as well as all the other oral and written statements that were presented to the Convention 
can be found on the Convention’s website (http://european-convention.eu.int). 
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recognised that the Laeken Declaration allows the Convention to either submit one or several final 

recommendations, but stated:  

…there is no doubt that, in the eyes of the public, our recommendation would carry 
considerable weight and authority if we could manage to achieve broad consensus on a 
single proposal which we could all present. If we were to reach consensus on this point, 
we would thus open the way towards a Constitution for Europe. In order to avoid any 
disagreement over semantics, let us agree now to call it: a ‘constitutional treaty for 
Europe’ (d’Estaing, 28/02/02).  

 
Thus, the chairman from the very outset of the Convention sought to make consensus the 

commonly assumed goal, and he also attempted to create the common presupposition that the 

eventual proposal should be constitutional in nature. Giscard d’Estaing then went on to talk about 

how the desired results could be achieved, stating that: “This Convention cannot succeed if it is 

only a place for expressing divergent opinions. […] the members of the Convention will have to 

turn towards each other and gradually foster a ‘Convention spirit.’” “So,” he urged the members of 

the Convention, “let us dream of Europe!” “And,” he concluded, “persuade others to share that 

dream!” 

 During the course of the Convention’s work there were lively discussions of both the 

substantial issues on the agenda and of the various procedural matters, not least Giscard’s somewhat 

autocratic style. As the work drew towards its conclusion the members of the Convention still 

disagreed on a number of central issues, but the vast majority now shared the belief that the process 

should culminate in the presentation of one and only one proposal. Therefore, they proved willing 

to compromise and to accept elements that did not correspond exactly with their own views and 

interests. Moreover, the proposal’s constitutional character had become part of the common 

understanding of the members of the Convention, and on the 18th of July 2003 the chairman could 

hand over the Draft Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe to the Italian Presidency of the 

European Council. The Convention succeeded in taking on a dynamic of its own, and its final 

proposal went well beyond the explicitly stated suggestions of the Laeken Declaration. The 

declaration only posed the question “…whether this simplification and reorganisation [of the 

treaties] might not in the long run lead to the adoption of a constitutional text in the Union” (ll. 162-

163); the Convention ended up proposing a fully fledged constitution.  

On the 4th of October 2003 the Italian Presidency of the European Council convened 

the Intergovernmental Conference that, taking the Convention’s proposal as its starting point, was 
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to endow the EU with a new foundational treaty.139 The IGC set to work amidst calls for a swift 

agreement on a Treaty that would be as close to the Convention’s proposal as possible. However, it 

soon became clear that all of the heads of state and government had particular concerns and specific 

objections to the Convention’s draft, and the Italian presidency received more than a hundred 

proposals for changes, which the various actors wanted incorporated into the final text.140 By the 

time the IGC reached its scheduled culmination at the European Council meeting in Brussels on the 

12th and 13th of December 2003 the leaders had come a long way towards a final agreement. 

Consensus had been created on the general structure of the new Treaty, it would indeed be 

constitutional, and most of the main issues had been resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. However, a 

couple of major stumbling-blocks remained – disagreements so severe they caused Silvio 

Berlusconi to state that it would take a miracle to reach agreement.141  

The leaders of the old and new Member States, the ten incoming members were 

allowed full participation in the negotiations, opened the discussions with echoes of the prelude to 

the Nice summit: rather no agreement than a bad agreement.142 But contrary to what was the case at 

Nice, the politicians now stuck to their warnings at the moment of truth. When it became apparent 

that no common position on the thorny issue of the individual countries’ voting weights in the 

European Council could be found, the leaders decided to end the discussions rather than to negotiate 

a complicated compromise solution. The Council simply concluded that: “…it was not possible for 

the Intergovernmental Conference to reach overall agreement on a draft constitutional treaty at this 

stage. The Irish Presidency is requested on the basis of consultations to make an assessment of the 

prospect for progress and to report to the European Council in March” (IGC, 12/12/03).143  

 In accordance with the Council conclusions of the December summit the Irish 

government, which took over Council presidency in January 2004, took on the task of sorting out 

the various positions and creating new compromises. In March the presidency was able to announce 

that enough progress had been made for the official talks to be continued; the resumed IGC now 

aimed at a final agreement at the June European Council marking the end of the Irish presidency 

                                                        
139 Thus, the opening of the IGC was pushed forward; in the schedule originally laid down in the Nice Declaration it 
was set for 2004. 
140 As reported by Politiken (28/10/03). 
141 Quoted in Le Monde (13/12/03). 
142 Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (12/12/03A) quotes Joschka Fischer for taking this stance. According to El País 
(11/12/03) this was also the Polish and the Spanish Prime Ministers positions, and even Berlusconi who reportedly 
wanted agreement more than anyone said he would not accept it at any price (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
12/12/03B).   
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(IGC, 24/03/04). And on the 18th of June the European heads of state and government experienced a 

moment of sweet relief, as they were able to announce their agreement on the Treaty establishing a 

Constitution for Europe. The agreement was reached on the basis of specific changes in the highly 

contentious institutional matters as well as compromises concerning the decision-making 

procedures in a number of specific policy areas (IGC, 18/06/04). These details apart, the agreed text 

was identical with the proposal that was also on the table in December, and thus the main thrust and 

central ideas of the Convention’s proposal were officially accepted.  

Following the leaders’ agreement the constitutional treaty is to be officially signed; a 

solemn ceremony, which is scheduled to take place in Rome on the 29th of October 2004.144 The 

process then turns from creation of the new treaty to ratification of it. The treaty must be ratified in 

each of the 25 member states before it can come into effect; in some states ratification is left to the 

national parliaments while others will hold national referenda on the issue. Ratification can be quite 

a lengthy process, and it is not expected that the treaty will be ratified in all countries any earlier 

than 2006 – if it is indeed ratified in all of the member states as is by no means certain.  

 

5.6. Concluding the first round of analysis: from personal thoughts to official action 

It is now time to sum up the insights that have been established by studying the speeches and 

declarations in their textual-intertextual relationship with the press coverage and in chronological 

sequence. What is at stake here is beginning to provide the why of the who, when, where, and what 

of the debate.  

Taking a bird’s-eye view of the developments from May 2000 until the present 

(September 2004) the debate on the future of Europe appears to contain five phases. From May 

2000 to December of that year the discussions were initiated, and with the “Declaration on the 

Future of the Union,” which was appended to the Treaty of Nice, the debate was officially 

recognised as another round of treaty reforms. The second phase consisted of intensified non-

binding discussions and consolidation of the available positions both in terms of the broad public 

debate and the more specific discussions among political leaders. This phase culminated in the 

institutionalisation of the debate through the Laeken Declaration’s establishment of the Convention. 

The third stage, institutionalised discussion, comprises the Convention’s working period from 

March 2002 to July 2003. The decisive phase was begun with the inauguration of the IGC on the 4th 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
143Although it failed to agree on the constitutional treaty and thereby to conclude the task that was set up in Nice and 
institutionalised at Laeken, the Council meeting did reach agreement on a number of other issues. Among the achieved 
decisions was the allocation of agencies over which the leaders had such a hefty row at the Laeken summit. 
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of October 2003. This fourth phase was temporarily suspended after the failed summit of December 

2003, but was continued in March 2004 and concluded on the 18th of June when the heads of state 

and government reached final agreement on the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe. The 

fifth phase of ratification only begins officially after the constitutional treaty has been signed, but 

was in practice begun as soon as agreement on the text was reached. This last phase can be 

concluded in two ways: all the 25 member states may accede to the constitutional treaty and the 

process of debating the future of Europe will then reach an at least temporary conclusion. A 

momentary silence may then prevail before discussions of the implementation of the constitution 

and its consequences are initiated, at which point it is possible that the circle of debating the future 

of Europe and proposing institutional reforms begins anew. Alternatively, one or more countries 

may reject the constitution, whereby the debate is forced into a sixth and as of yet wholly 

indeterminate and unpredictable phase. The sixth phase could include repetition of the ratificatory 

procedure in the country/ies where ratification failed, revision of the rejected text, or perhaps 

abandonment of the constitutional project.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28: Past developments and possible future turns of the debate 

The dynamic of the debate leads from a situation in which the idea of a constitution 

for the EU is presented as a private vision for a far-off future to the present reality in which such a 

constitution has been created and is in the process of being ratified. The present investigation 

focuses attention on the two first phases of the debate and a few preliminary conclusions concerning 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
144 As announced by the Dutch presidency in a press-statement (Dutch presidency, 09/09/04). 
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these phases are due before I leave the chronological perspective and turn to the study of various 

conceptual aspects of the debate. 

 

5.6.1. Abstract commonalities, concrete differences 

The first conclusion of the first round of analysis is that an inherently European level of debate does 

exist, but that it is a rather restricted one. During meetings in the European Council national 

politicians negotiate directly and produce purely European statements. However, the decision-

making capability of the European summits remains rather restricted, not because of any lack of 

formal opportunity, but because the leaders’ ability to reach substantial agreements are limited. The 

inability of the leaders to produce common decisions and statements of great consequence may be 

explained by considering the discrepancies between discussions as they are conducted outside of the 

European-level forum and as they are conducted within it. What emerges is a distinction between 

abstract commonalities that are allowed to permeate the different national contexts in which non-

binding opinion formation is conducted, and the concrete differences which become visible when 

leaders meet in institutionalised settings of common will formation and decision-making.145  

The speaking positions and agencies that are constituted at different instances of the 

debate stand in a paradoxical relation to each other. When participating in non-binding and general 

discussions leading politicians are able to articulate their viewpoints in such a way that nationally 

dispersed audiences are presented with similar abstract notions of what the EU is and how it should 

be developed. In institutionalised settings designed to act out the common expectations, however, 

the politicians are restrained by prevailing notions of conflicting national interests that must be 

served. Therefore, the potential for common action that is built up through general processes of 

public opinion formation is not released when the moment of decision-making arrives. When 

speaking in national contexts the politicians attempt to persuade their audiences to adopt a European 

perspective. Yet the prevalence of nationally differentiated positions is generally accepted, and 

when appearing in European settings the politicians are obliged to represent these diversified 

positions and thereby prevented from enacting the common European position they advocate 

elsewhere.  

  

 

                                                        
145 In drawing this conclusion I am greatly indebted to Erik Oddvar Eriksen and John Erik Fossum’s work on strong and 
general publics in the EU (Eriksen & Fossum, 2002; Eriksen, 2004). 
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5.6.2. Centripetal and centrifugal forces 

The second conclusion of the analysis that has been conducted so far is that the unifying forces of 

the debate are primarily temporal, whereas the differentiation of the debate is spatially structured. 

When the temporal dimension of the debate is highlighted a powerful centripetal force may be 

observed to run through the discussions, a force that pulls the collective meaning formation in a 

constitutional direction. Although hesitation and opposition is voiced at every stage, the expectation 

that the reform process will result in a constitutional text becomes stronger and stronger as the 

debate unfolds.  

The operative force is the power of self-invocation that lies in the very concept of 

constitution. A constitutional text is a text that brings what it names into being, and this quality rubs 

off on the constitutional debate; when one discusses the possibility of constituting a political body, 

the discussion is partly constitutional itself. Whereas nothing arises out of silence, the mere 

engagement of the constitutional issue suggests the legitimacy of some form of European political 

community. Hence, even the starkest opposition to the creation of one coherent text for a unified 

polity implies the constitution of a European community of an alternative kind. Once the 

constitutional issue is voiced and validated a centripetal dynamic is set in motion: it moves the 

discussion on to establishment of the various constitutional possibilities that exist at the European 

level and implicates the eventual adoption of one of these.  

There is no necessity that the European constitutional text should be anything like the 

texts that establish the unified polities of the nation-states, but since the nation-states designate the 

horizon of previous constitutional experiences, the European constitutional process evolves through 

constant comparison with these nationally informed experiences. This, then, is a related, but slightly 

different centripetal force: no matter whether a particular utterance is for or against the idea of a 

European constitution, the meaning is articulated in terms that have been developed and defined in 

the context of the nation-state.  

However, the linkage between the European discussion and the nationally developed 

concepts also points to the centrifugal forces of the debate. When the spatial aspect of the debate is 

brought into focus, differences between the debate as it is understood and conducted in the distinct 

national settings emerge. Hence, the constitutional experiences of the nation-states may focus the 

debate on common concepts, but since the experiences of each nation-state are unique they are also 

responsible for the continued disparity of the debate. The various nation-states interpret the 

constitutional issues in different ways; distinct ideas about how the national constituencies are best 
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preserved and how their interests are best promoted have developed in each of the national contexts. 

These differences mean that the European constitutional debate varies from one national context to 

the other; more often than not the same concepts are interpreted differently in the various settings, 

and the different national debates also display a variety of specific concerns. These spatially 

established differences in priorities and understandings are the main centrifugal forces of the 

common European debate.  

 

5.6.3. Recursiveness and progress in the debate on the future of Europe 

The textual-intertextual analysis of the six moments and two turning points of the debate on the 

future of Europe shows that the infinity of particular situations in which the debate is articulated 

are, for all their disparity, the starting points for a broader and more stable process of meaning 

formation. The national contexts are the main loci of this common meaning formation and between 

them there are considerable differences, but they are also bound together by an abstract centripetal 

force of perpetual temporal development.  

In presenting their visions for the future of Europe the political leaders recognise 

common issues and they present their views using the same conceptual frameworks. Hereby, a 

diffuse agreement, a sense of partaking in a coherent process of European scope, emerges. At the 

specific instances that mark the turning points of the debate the unifying forces are intensified, 

whereby the possibility of common European decision-making arises. At these instances, however, 

the political leaders’ views are articulated in specific terms revealing differences that often remain 

unnoticed when general visions of Europe are being invoked.  

Thus, the main finding of the first round of analysis is a significant discrepancy 

between an abstractly perceived common mode of discussion and the variety of more specific 

concerns and expectations that make up actual speaker and audience positions. The tensions 

between a common sense of the abstract temporal developments of the debate and the diverse 

specific spaces of its articulation result in a dynamic that may best be conceptualised as a spiral. 

The debate progresses recursively, so to speak. It moves forward without leaving the already 

established contexts completely and intertextual references to previous interventions in the debate 

are one of its primary means of perpetuation. 

The distinction between the possibilities for positioning and acting in the 

institutionalised European settings of decision-making as opposed to the predominantly national 

contexts of public opinion formation is another major constitutive feature of the debate. The 
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national settings remain differentiated and subject to divergent specific expectations concerning 

what issues should be treated and how to treat them, yet these settings allow for the emergence of 

an abstract European collective identity. The European institutions offer the possibility of enacting 

the will of this European persona, but when the debate is crystallised around specific decisions 

national differences become visible and shatter the image of unity. In combination the constitutive 

tensions of the centrifugal (spatial) – centripetal (temporal) pair and the national opinion formation 

– European decision-making divide account for four general traits of the debate as illustrated in 

table 7. 

 National opinion formation European decision-making 

Centripetal force Abstract commonality 
concerning form and content of 
the European project and the 
debate about 

Institutional frame for collective 
decision brings national leaders 
into direct contact and dialogue 

Centrifugal force Specific differences concerning 
national interests and their 
preservation  

Intergovernmental procedures 
for decision-making encourages 
bargaining rather than 
deliberation 

Table 7: Constitutive features of the debate on the future of Europe 

In order to explain the findings of the first round of analysis further and to elaborate 

upon these preliminary conclusions the second round of analysis will deal with three sets of 

questions: 1) how do the political leaders establish the various persona positions that they make 

available in their speeches? That is, what rhetorical strategies are used in the constitution of the 

positions that the speeches offer? And how do they – the strategies and the personae – enable and 

restrict participation in the debate? What viewpoints are conceivable and how may they be argued? 

2) How do the Nice and Laeken Declarations create possibilities for change? And how does the 

creation of these texts become possible? In what ways do the declarations function as turning 

points? How do they both bind past and future together and redirect developments? 3) How does 

each nationally linked group of newspapers conceive of the relationship between the national and 

the European? And how does this conception play into the national understandings of the European 

debate?  

After having studied each of these three dimensions a fourth and conclusive move will 

seek to tie them together. Thereby, I shall attempt to answer the general question of what 

potentiality for common meaning formation there exists across the board of the particular fora in 

which the debate is carried out. It is this final analytical insight that I hold to have implications for 
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the proper conceptualisation of the European polity, and an evaluation of the constitutional theories 

that were presented earlier rounds off the second round of analysis to which I now turn. 
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6.  

Second round of analysis 
 

 

ith the completion of the first round of analysis I have established the general temporal 

developments of the debate and reached a preliminary understanding of the national and 

European positions that are available to and created by participants in the discussions. I now turn to 

a deeper inquiry into the time-space relations that are internal to the various interventions. This 

second round of analysis will be divided into four parts. First, I shall study the topoi – the rhetorical 

strategies – used in the six speeches in order to cast light on the places from which the speakers 

retrieve their arguments and to explain the spaces created in and through the utterances. I shall then 

turn to the declarations and study them as expressions of kairos, of the right moment in which 

action becomes possible. Third, I will bring the spatial and temporal aspects together in the study of 

how the press coverage of each national context forms patterns of time-space relationships, so-

called chronotopes.1 Finally, I shall bring the studies of speeches, declarations and newspaper 

reports together in the attempt to explain the general purposes and goals of the debate, its teloi.  

 

6.1. Constitutive dichotomies – the topoi of the speeches 

The purpose of the following investigation is to explain how the speakers present their proposals 

and what room for meaningful interaction they create. The issues of how the speakers identify 

themselves with the audiences’ existing beliefs and how they seek unity with the audiences through 

the invocation of common others are not abandoned. However, the focus is now on the third of the 

identificatory strategies that, according to Kenneth Burke, are available to the rhetor. That is, I 

move from the investigation of agency and personae to the study of the formal devices by which 

textual positions are established, and these formal devices of identification are examined through an 

analysis of the speakers’ use of topoi.  

                                                        
1 I use the three concepts as guiding tools for analysing the various utterances according to genre. I believe that each 
concept highlights the most important feature of the genre with which it is associated. However, I recognise that the 
concepts are not genre specific in any strict sense, but do in fact apply to all of the genres. The purpose of the linkage 
between concepts and genres is solely to focus the analysis, and since the overriding perspective is conceptual rather 
than generic I have on occasion drawn in other types of texts than the one primarily associated with each conceptual 
heading.  

W 
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The Greek term topos literally means place, and the spatial metaphor is part of the 

reason why the term is attractive to the present project with its special emphasis on spatio-

temporally bound processes of meaning formation. As will be explored in the following, the 

spatiality of the topoi can be interpreted in various ways. A topos can be understood as a place 

where one goes to find arguments, and it is the place from where one views the world. With the 

introduction of the concept of topos attention is directed to the internal spaces of the utterances; by 

what means is meaning created? But topos also points to the inherent relationship between the 

meaning created in the text and the broader background from which the speaker draws the various 

topoi he or she uses in articulating the message. What resources are available to the speaker and 

what possibilities for future communicative interaction are created? Explaining the interrelationship 

between the meaning that is articulated in and through the utterance and the constraints that make 

such articulation possible is a central rhetorical concern, and in this respect the study of how formal 

devices are used to create new meanings holds a particularly strong explanatory potential.  

In classical rhetoric the topoi – or topics as lists of topoi are often termed – were tools 

of invention and of argumentative analysis (Bloomer, 2001, p. 779). Aristotle designated two 

general strategies for creating arguments: either the argument can be based on specific viewpoints 

or eide, opinions about the subject matter at hand that are commonly accepted and may serve as the 

premise of the argument. Or one can create the concrete argument from a general mould, taking 

recourse to abstract patterns or argumentative forms that function independently of the specific 

subject and presenting the issue at hand in terms of one of these forms.2 Common to both categories 

is that they are ways “…for a speaker to move from generally accepted ideas or norms to some 

particular end” (Bloomer, 2001, p. 779). Whereas both Aristotle’s and Cicero’s Topicae – 

regardless of Cicero’s claim to the contrary, the two books are quite different from each other – deal 

exclusively with rational means of argumentation, later commonplace books broaden the scope. The 

commonplace book was a tool for storing examples of various argumentative and stylistic forms 

and for arranging them in a proper manner so as to have ready recourse to fixed formulas and fancy 

formulations to suit any occasion. Hereby, the topoi became connected not only to the first of the 

five canons of rhetoric, inventio, but also to dispositio and elocutio (Moss, 2001, p. 121).  

Modern interpreters of the concept are in variance as to how much it should be 

expanded. Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca apply a quite narrow definition, understanding topoi – or 

                                                        
2 There are indications that Aristotle reserved the term topos for the general positions, but the issue remains unsettled, 
and now it is most common to regard both substantive premises and abstract argumentative patterns as topoi (Eide, 
1997, pp. 21-22). 
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loci as they say, preferring the Latin name – as “…premises of a general nature that can serve as the 

bases for values and hierarchies (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, p. 84).3 Contrary to this 

view, Kenneth Burke, in his examination of the concept, includes both commonly held substantial 

attitudes and purely formal invitations to assent, and under the latter heading he places tropes and 

figures as well as schemes of argumentation (Burke, 1969, pp. 56-59). In the following I apply the 

notion of topoi in the extensive sense suggested by Burke, whereby the concept becomes a broad 

category including all the different persuasive appeals, devices, and strategies employed in an 

utterance.  

 The concept of topos has not only been broadened; the understanding of its 

epistemological functions and ontological status has also developed over time. In the heuristic sense 

that was dominant in the classical conception and in the practice of writing commonplace books, the 

topoi clearly refer to places in which argumentative and stylistic forms already exist and where one 

can go to look for them. But the use of topoi may also be understood as a particular way of 

reasoning, as suggested by Giambattista Vico who forwarded the topical method as an alternative to 

Cartesian criticism (Vico, 1990 [1708]). The introduction of this topical mode of thinking implies 

that the topoi are not only forms in which already perceived ideas may be clad, but are inherent to 

the process of perception as such. When this line of reasoning is followed through, there emerges a 

hermeneutical understanding of the topos as the perspective from which the speaker understands the 

world and articulates his or her understanding (Nothstine, 1988). Such a conception of topos as the 

speaker’s ontological place in the world implies that the rhetorical utterance is an articulation of the 

understanding, which this place facilitates. Or as William Nothstine puts it: “…rhetoric always 

involves the attempts of finite humans to come to terms with their condition and their finitude 

through language-use, to orient themselves to the world of tensions and discontinuities in which 

they always already find themselves” (Nothstine, 1988, p. 158).  

I argue that topoi should not be understood as being either internal or external to the 

speaker; instead their double nature ought to be recognised. Topoi are communicative forms that at 

once constrain the speaker to a certain perspective and enable him or her to create new spaces of 

understanding. The selection of one out of the different available means of expression is a genuinely 

creative choice that facilitates the articulation of unique opinions and understandings. This view of  

                                                        
3 Whereas Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca define the loci rather narrowly they do have a broad definition of 
argumentation in which rhetorical figures are included. The New Rhetoric’s inclusive definition of argumentative 
schemes corresponds to my equally inclusive definition of topoi, and I draw heavily upon Perelman and Olbrechts-
Tyteca’s comprehensive catalogue in the explication of the speakers’ rhetorical strategies.   
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topoi is in accordance with José Luis Ramírez’ conceptualisation; he uses the term topics to 

designate the sets of conventional forms – some universal, some specific to cultural or professional 

contexts – that are available to the speaker. A topic in Ramírez’ sense is not the particular topoi that 

are pronounced, but that which enables the speaker to create meaningful utterances in the first place 

(Ramírez, 1995, p. 266). Topoi are central to the speaker’s formation of meaning, to his or her 

constitution of the world, and the speaker’s topics, his or her horizon of understanding, are present 

in the topoi used in a concrete articulation.  

The textual study of topoi aims at understanding how a meaningful place is created in 

the merger of inventio and elocutio, that is, in and through the utterance.4 It is this textual creation 

of meaning that I shall now seek to explain. The present part of the analysis focuses on the six 

speeches comparing and contrasting their employment of topoi in order to discover the speakers’ 

topics. The study of the topoi employed by the six political leaders shows how they create the 

positions and possibilities that they ask their audiences to endorse. Thereby, the study may lead to a 

deeper understanding of the meaning formation of the European debate as such. The purpose of the 

analysis is both to gain further insight into the formal dimension of each speaker’s creation of 

meaning and to begin the assessment of the meaning formation that the speeches have in common. 

How are the visions and proposals presented and what possibilities of engagement do these 

presentations offer? How do the speakers conceive of the debate that they are contributing to? And 

what consequences do these conceptions have for the possibility of continuing the discussion?  

Naturally, each speech contains a wide range of different topoi. Some stylistic and 

argumentative features are only used once or a few times in one, some or all of the speeches. Other 

features are decisive to the creation of meaning in the individual speech, but are not found in any of 

the other utterances, or do not play an important role if they do occur. And some topoi are recurrent 

in and decisive to all of the speeches; it is around these that the following investigation evolves.  

Preliminary readings of the six speeches reveal that the most important and pervasive 

of the recurrent topoi are variations of a binary motive of opposition or strain. I have labelled  

                                                        
4 In the critical discourse analysis of Ruth Wodak and her co-authors topoi are also employed as analytical units. 
However, Wodak et al. view topoi as pertaining to a mezzo level between the particular articulation and the general 
strategies that make up discourses, and they analyse each of the three levels separately (Wodak et al., 1999, p. 34). 
While I can understand the procedural advantages of making such an analytical distinction, I do not believe the three 
levels exist separately in actual meaning formation. Rather, meaning formation is a result of the interaction between 
general norms and expectations and specific articulations, and I think this interaction is best explained by focusing 
exclusively on the topoi. In my opinion topoi point both to the speaker’s creative choices and to the constraints imposed 
by the subject and the context of the utterance, wherefore they are the analytical tools that hold the most potential for 
explaining meaning formation as it occurs in and through the utterance.  
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this group of topoi constitutive dichotomies, a general rhetorical strategy that I define as the 

establishment of antagonistic duality and subsequent suggestion of how that duality may be 

reconciled or overcome. The various specific instances of the general strategy have much in 

common with The New Rhetoric’s “Procedures for Avoiding Incompatibility” (Perelman & 

Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, § 47), but include the preceding acknowledgement or establishment of the 

incompatibilities that are subsequently removed or transformed. The constitutive dichotomies are 

means of simplifying, organising, and explaining complex phenomena. Furthermore, they are used 

to establish relationships – be they of agreement or opposition – between the various elements of an 

utterance, and it is this relational aspect that enables them to facilitate the creation of new meanings. 

I have divided the constitutive dichotomies of the six speeches into three subcategories according to 

their main purposes: some aim at justifying the need for reform, others set out the procedures of the 

debate, and the last group is used to advocate the speakers’ actual proposals. 

The division of the constitutive dichotomies into these three groups has some affinity 

with the classical rhetorical categorisation of central controversial issues. This categorical system, 

known as stasis, was primarily developed for the juridical genre. It was “…designed to assist 

rhetors in identifying the central issues in given controversies, and in finding the appropriate 

argumentative topics useful in addressing these issues” (Hohmann, 2001, p. 741). The stasis system 

consists of four basic questions with corresponding argumentative strategies: first, it may be 

discussed whether an act was done and whether the defendant did it; this is the conjectural stasis. 

Second, the nature of the act in question could be disputed; strategies for such disputes are found 

under the definitive stasis. The third grouping, the qualitative stasis, suggests ways of contesting the 

evaluation of the act. Finally, there is the translative stasis in which it is argued that the case is 

being tried before the wrong court (Conley, 1990, pp. 32-33). The static categories of this theory 

can be transformed into a dynamic view of the process of argumentation; from this perspective the 

speaker takes the case through all of the argumentative stages rather than choosing one of them. In 

this dynamic conception the translative stasis is replaced by the advocative phase so that the 

resolution of the three other basic questions – is it the case? What is it? What value does it have? – 

is followed by the consideration of what should be done about it (Brockriede & Ehninger, 1960, pp. 

52-53).  

The three general categories I have established are all present in all the speeches and 

should thus be understood as phases through which the argumentation runs rather than as isolated 

argumentative strategies. The third category is identical with the advocative phase whereas the two 
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others combine elements from the conjectural, definitive, and translative stages. The question of 

why reforms are needed is both a matter of justifying that this is actually the case and an issue of 

defining the reforms. And the issue of how the reforms should be debated resembles the translative 

stasis because it is a meta-reflection on matters of procedure, but the detailed definition of the 

debate takes the discussion beyond what would usually be included in this category. The qualitative 

stasis is implicitly present throughout the discussions in the guises of assessments of the present 

value of the European institutions, judgements of the appropriateness of the revision procedure, and 

appraisals of the proposed reforms.  

The three categories are meant to provide general understandings of the debate while 

remaining in close contact with the six speeches under investigation. Thereby, I wish to suggest that 

concrete argumentation may not fall neatly into the pre-set categories of the theories of 

argumentation and that one must always be attentive to the unique features of each rhetorical 

utterance, but this, of course, does not mean that classificatory schemes are without value. The 

relations between specific utterances and general patterns allow the speaker to create unique 

meanings, and by studying these relationships the critic may explain the speaker’s formation of 

meaning. The division of the constitutive dichotomies into three general groups is the result of my 

attempt to locate general patterns within the set of utterances under study. The division creates a 

starting point for exploring the relationship between general strategies and specific meanings, and 

thereby it presents a means of explaining how each speaker creates his meaning and of assessing the 

degree of commonality between the speakers’ meaning formation. The constitutive dichotomies of 

each of the three groups take various different forms. It is the purpose of the analysis to establish 

and explain these forms and to consider how auxiliary topoi partake in the concrete creation of 

meaning (see appendix 10 for a schematic overview of the strategies that will be presented and 

explained in the following).  
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6.1.1. Why are reforms needed? 

The speeches contain three predominant justifications for reform: enlargement, globalisation, and 

the disconnection between the EU and its citizens.  

 

The argument from enlargement 

The first three speeches – Fischer’s, Aznar’s, and Blair’s – present the necessity of change in terms 

of enlargement. The speeches establish enlargement as an irrefutable historical demand through 

narratives that display the problems of division and the advantages of working together and through 

definitions of the candidate countries as natural members of the European unity. Enlargement is 

also presented as a process that will ensure stability and prosperity on the entire continent. The 

justification of enlargement is based on space in the geographical sense, on the topos of (re)uniting 

Europe, of making Europe whole. Furthermore, the understanding of geographical expansion as a 

positive development is connected to the historical narrative; the EU’s expansion is presented as a 

natural consequence of its development in time. Through the spatio-temporally grounded 

argumentative strategies the necessity of enlargement is established as a common starting point. The 

ensuing shared understanding of enlargement is that it may be a challenge, but it is also an 

opportunity (Aznar, l. 18, Blair, ll. 49-50) and there is no alternative to it (Fischer, ll. 117-119).  

Having established the necessity of enlargement, the speakers are immediately faced 

with the problem that the enlargement process is undertaken at a time when the EU is also trying to 

expand its areas of activity and responsibility. This problem is articulated in spatial terms as the 

dilemma or double challenge of simultaneous deepening and widening (Aznar, l. 50, Fischer, l. 

314). Or, as Blair says, setting the terms for the EU’s imminent collective actions and pointing to 

their inherent difficulty: “there will be more of us in the future, trying to do more” (Blair, ll. 190-

191). The different goals of enlarging the EU and endowing it with more responsibilities are 

seemingly incompatible, and the speakers must tackle this incompatibility in order to move the 

argument along. The tension between including more members and extending the political co-

operation is unfolded in Fischer’s speech: 

The institutions of the EU were made for six member states. They function with 
difficulty with 15. […] The danger is that an enlargement up to 27-30 members will 
overload the ability to absorb of the EU with its old institutions and mechanisms, and 
that it can come to severe crises. Yet this danger does not speak against the fastest 
possible enlargement, but even more for a decisive and appropriate institutional reform, 
whereby the capability to act is maintained even under the conditions of enlargement. 
Erosion or integration is thus the consequence of the irrefutable enlargement of the EU 
(Fischer, ll. 169-178).  
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In this passage Fischer overcomes the opposition between deepening and widening and instead 

establishes further integration in the shape of institutional reform as a prerequisite for successful 

enlargement. The dilemma of the coincidental realisation of two seemingly contradictory, but 

equally advantageous processes is, thus, replaced by an antithesis in which only one option is 

desirable.  

Fischer reaches his conclusion by recognising that the EU’s current mode of spatio-

temporal development – increasing the number of members while maintaining the original 

institutional structure – has reached its limits. Thereby, the need for institutional reform is 

established, and through the antithesis of erosion or integration the tension between deepening and 

widening is resolved, making the two processes interdependent, rather than contradictory. Fischer 

pushes this point further than Aznar and Blair, who both display some hesitancy as to how far 

institutional integration should go.5 Yet all three speakers present the tension between deepening and 

widening as the reason why the EU is in need of fundamental reform. The common argument is that 

institutional and procedural reform is the only means of overcoming the incompatibility between the 

two equally desirable goals and thereby realising both at once. 

  

The argument from globalisation 

Whereas the first group of speeches labour to establish enlargement as a necessary event, the 

inevitability of enlargement is taken for granted in Jospin’s, Prodi’s, and Lykketoft’s interventions. 

In their speeches globalisation has become the basic exigence; it is now the unwieldy global 

developments and Europe’s need to assert itself on the world scene that figure as the basic reasons 

why reforms are needed. This is also a geographical argument, but now the issues of setting Europe 

off from the rest of the world and ensuring its effectiveness in the global context are at the centre of 

the reasoning.  

The argument is unfolded in several stages: first, the inevitability of globalisation and 

its critical importance is established. Lykketoft and Prodi perform these moves through analogy, 

thereby taking recourse to one of the most common strategies for ascribing new traits to existing 

phenomena. When used argumentatively, the purpose of analogy is to show the resemblance of 

structures: A is to B as C is to D. The relationship between C and D, the phoros, must be well 

known and generally recognised, and the purpose of the analogy is to transfer characteristics of this 

relationship to A and B, the theme, which have not previously been considered as being connected 
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in this way (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, pp. 372-373). Lykketoft makes the analogy thus: 

“The only thing that is completely certain is that there is no secret path back to the closed nation-

states of decades past. Our globally mutual interdependence is just as impossible to turn away from, 

as it is for the egg to get back in the shell once it has been cracked into the hot pan” (Lykketoft, ll. 

73-76). The analogy between the reality of globalisation and the egg frying on the pan may seem a 

bit far-fetched and it also has somewhat unfortunate connotations, but it does convey the message of 

irreversibility effectively.6 Prodi chooses a historical phoros, stating that “there are times when 

history leaves people with a decisive choice. I am convinced that, for the Europeans, such a moment 

has arrived. Globalisation engenders an upheaval similar to that which the discovery of America 

caused five centuries ago: the world becomes smaller; the exchange of ideas and goods multiplies” 

(Prodi, ll. 15-19). Here, it is not only the diffuse sense of being an important and unalterable event 

that is transferred; Prodi also specifies what elements of the discovery of America he wishes to pass 

over to the present situation. Furthermore, he indicates that the analogously established historical 

significance of the present circumstances necessitates decisive action thereby preparing the way for 

the second part of the argumentative chain.  

Jospin presupposes the magnitude of the processes of globalisation; he skips the first 

part of the argument and states the underlying dilemma directly: “How to open it [Europe] to 

globalisation without diluting its identity?” (Jospin, ll. 9-10). The second stage in the argument, 

then, is the presentation of globalisation’s contradictory nature, its potential benefits and inherent 

risks. Presenting globalisation as both an advantageous and a dangerous process opens the way for 

the third move of the argumentation, the establishment of the need for active involvement that is 

anticipated in Prodi’s analogous formation of the historical moment. Lykketoft argues for the active 

stance by setting up two alternatives of which only one is desirable: “we are facing a new and 

exciting reality. A reality that one can choose to participate in and influence the content of. Or to be 

without influence on, but unable to liberate oneself from anyhow” (ll. 44-46). The impossibility of 

disconnection from the reality of which Lykketoft speaks forms the basis of his argument; here the 

impossibility is presupposed, but it is unfolded and supported through the analogy. In a similar line 

of argument, Prodi explains what is needed to gain influence: “In isolation our nation-states no 

longer have the critical mass for acting profitably. The people who will influence the course of 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
5 These considerations overlap with the theme of what reforms should be conducted, and they will be explored further 
under that heading. 
6 Note that Lykketoft accompanies the analogy with a metaphor of direction – the non-existence of a road back to the 
nation-states. This group of metaphors will be considered further in the following. 
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events will be those who have become aware of this change of scale. The others must resign 

themselves to being subjected” (Prodi, ll. 20-22).  

In the fourth and final move of the elaborate argumentative chain that establishes 

globalisation as the root cause for the EU’s need for reform it is asserted that the member states’ 

need to act collectively in order to assert active agency in the global reality is as of yet unfulfilled. 

Jospin takes the consequence of the choice between passivity in isolation or common European 

action. He demands “…a strong Europe that fully assumes its responsibility in the redefinition of 

the global order and which acquires the means of conveying its message of peace, solidarity, and 

pluralism” (Jospin, ll. 120-121). Jospin and Prodi argue the EU’s need for reform on the basis of the 

discrepancy between its potential to develop into a value-based world power (Jospin, ll. 150-151, 

Prodi, l. 40). Whereas the French Prime Minister and the Commission President advocate the 

constitution of a European collective actor, the Danish foreign minister takes the less integrationist 

view that the EU is the member states’ best “platform” for global action (ll. 247-248). In either case 

the constituting mechanism is the same, namely that of closing the gap between the capability of the 

Union’s existing institutions and instruments and the tasks which the EU is expected to perform in 

the global reality. As Romano Prodi concludes: “The danger that threatens us is that of consensus 

on the apparent status quo at a time when the world changes, at a time when the Union changes” 

(Prodi, ll. 500-501).  

The argument presented by Jospin, Prodi, and Lykketoft is based on the relationship 

between the EU and the rest of the world and develops through variations of the general 

argumentative strategy that consists in aligning the premises and the conclusions through an 

implicit warrant of reciprocal relations (Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1397a). The general argument runs as 

follows: if the EU is to act on the global stage, it must be given the means to do so. More 

specifically, the speakers seek to establish the political reforms they propose as the proper means 

for achieving the desired ends in the present circumstances. This position is grounded in the 

common assumption that symmetry is a prerequisite for successful action (Perelman & Olbrechts-

Tyteca, 1969, p. 221). The three speakers base their claims on the same presupposed symmetries: 

first, they establish the EU as the only available political entity large enough to assert itself in a 

globalised world; thereby globalisation comes to be seen as an external force against which the 

members of the EU are united. Here, the implicit warrant stipulates that there must be a symmetrical 

relationship between the size of the scene in which an act is performed and the size of the actor 

performing the act. Second, the speakers use an argument about the necessary correspondence 
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between means and ends in order to conclude that the EU is in need of reform. The speakers assert 

that the EU is not at present able to perform its tasks on the world stage, and it is argued that this 

failure is due to a lack of the adequate means of action, wherefore the EU’s institutional and 

procedural framework must be reformed.  

 

The argument from disconnection between the EU and the citizens 

The last reason why the EU is in need of reform is present in all six speeches: the disharmony 

between the way the EU is currently run and peoples’ expectations of it. While all the speeches 

recognise this disharmony as a major impulse towards reform – the reform process presenting the 

cure to the present problems – there are varying conceptualisations of it. Prodi sets up the argument 

in its basic form:  

Almost 90% of the European citizens assign ambitious priorities to the Union: 
maintaining peace and security as well as fighting unemployment, organised crime, and 
social exclusion. These same citizens, however, hardly concern themselves with the way 
the Union functions. This is the sign it is time to make Europe differently (Prodi, ll.47-
52).  

In a similar vein Aznar takes a pragmatic stance towards the peoples’ dissatisfaction: using the 

argument from symmetry he simply states that the EU must answer the citizens’ expectations in 

order to conserve their adhesion and suggests that his proposals create the necessary 

correspondence (Aznar, ll. 152-154 and l. 244). Unlike Prodi, Aznar does not explicitly recognise 

that a disconnection between the people and the Union has become a reality; instead he speaks of 

the conservation of adhesion and of the European politicians’ responsibility of not letting down the 

favourable disposition that the reforms will ensure (Aznar, l. 245). Since Aznar does not 

conceptualise a situation of crisis his call for reform is not very forceful, and accordingly he 

advocates minor adjustments, not fundamental change. 

At the outset of his speech, Fischer recognises that the process of integration is being 

called into question; the EU’s achievements and remaining challenges stand in contrast to the 

growing scepticism. Fischer presents this mismatch as one of the main reasons why he is happy to 

have been given the opportunity to present his visions for Europe (Fischer, ll. 15-20). However, he 

does not really discuss the sceptical position. In the course of the speech several attempts to 

anticipate negative reactions are made, but only in order to ask the opponents to abstain from 

making shrill replies and to feel at ease with the ideas of the speech (Fischer, ll. 196-201 and ll. 

281-283). Although Fischer recognises the problem of the disenchanted populations this issue is not 

his main concern; instead his call for fundamental reform is primarily premised upon the need to 
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ensure the enlarged Union’s capability of action. Fischer, therefore, advances his position without 

much attention to what the people think.7  

Jospin sets up the same contradiction between the EU’s success and the growing 

disenchantment and incertitude, but contrary to Fischer he shows some understanding for the rising 

insecurity, acknowledging that “…it is true that the future of Europe raises legitimate questions” 

(Jospin, l. 8). Jospin poses three such legitimate questions, all ridden with productive tensions. The 

first question sets up the relationship between Europe and the world that has already been presented, 

and the other two present different angles on the relationship between Europe and the nation, a 

constitutive dichotomy that will be presented under the heading of what reforms should be made. 

Jospin’s strategy for dealing with the disconnection between the individual citizen and the European 

project consists in alleviating other, more specific tensions, the implicit argument being that if the 

questions citizens pose are answered satisfactorily, the general incertitude will also be dissolved. 

 Like Jospin, Blair and Lykketoft connect the citizens’ concerns about the EU with the 

relationship between Europe and the nation-state, that is, with the issue of what reforms to make 

rather than with why reforms are needed. However, both speakers also set up the peoples’ priorities 

as a reason to begin the discussion of reforms in the first place. In this context, Blair presents an 

argument about the inevitability of Europe – an argument similar to that put forward by Prodi and 

Lykketoft in the context of globalisation:  

…as Europe grows stronger and enlarges, there would be something truly bizarre and 
self-denying about standing apart from the key strategic alliance on our doorstep. None 
of this means criticisms of Europe are all invalid. […] But to conduct the case for 
reform in a way that leaves Britain marginalised and isolated […] is just plain foolish. 
[…] being at the centre of influence in Europe is an indispensable part of influence, 
strength and power in the world. We can choose not to be there; but no-one should 
doubt the consequences of that choice… (Blair, ll. 128-138).  
 

Here, Blair both argues for British participation in the reform process and seeks to set the terms for 

how the debate should be conducted, an issue to which I shall return. The argument is not so much 

about why reforms are needed, as it is about why Britain should participate actively in the reform 

process. Blair attempts to redefine valid criticisms of Europe as reasons to become involved in the 

process, rather than for standing apart from it. By advancing the claim that there are no alternatives 

to the EU, he seeks to create a dynamic of commitment, urging the citizens to seek solutions to their 

current dissatisfaction by engaging the system, not by withdrawing from it.  

                                                        
7 The actual proposals for reform are, as will be explained when I turn to the examination of the third subcategory, not 
inattentive to people’s sentiments, but these are not Fischer’s main motivation for seeking reform.  
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Lykketoft begins his treatment of the issue by setting up the contrast between the EU’s 

potential and the people’s current support (Lykketoft, ll. 25-31). He then attempts to create a 

productive dynamic, equal to that set up by Blair, by presenting the strained relationship with 

Europe as being internal to each citizen, thereby avoiding the risk of locking the debate in polarised 

conflict between opposed groups. Says Lykketoft: 

The doubt about the EU is probably not an expression of a division of the nations into 
two populational groups in total disagreement. It is rather an expression of oppositional 
sentiments in the minds of most of us: We both have strong feelings tied to the nation 
and a sense of the utility of European co-operation (ll. 32-36).  
 

This reasoning allows Lykketoft to conclude that: “bridges cannot be built to those who deny the 

realities of the European co-operation […]. But bridges can and must be built between the national 

characteristics we want to maintain, and the European co-operation we cannot do without” (ll. 51-

52). The argumentative strategies employed by Lykketoft in this passage include a shift in 

perspective and an establishment of correspondence in spite of controversy. The changed 

perspective, moving from external conflict between groups to a tension that is internal to each 

person regardless of his or her group affiliations, facilitates reconciliation. Since all involved 

individuals are now perceived as recognising both sides of the issue a common understanding of the 

need to find a compromise emerges.8 

 

Why reforms are needed   

The EU’s need for reform and thereby the basic justification of the debate as such is established by 

positioning the EU in an intermediate position. This intermediacy is conceived spatially, as the 

occupation of a space between the individual nation-states and the entire world. It is also understood 

temporally; the EU is put in the middle of a developmental process that must be continued. 

Furthermore, a combined spatio-temporal transitory stance is created in which the EU is seen as 

being on the way to realising its finality. This combined argument has two dimensions: the EU is on 

its way to achieving its final geographical form through enlargement and it will achieve its ultimate 

institutional form through reformation. The basic argument, then, is that the reforms represent the 

means of moving the EU along towards its finality, and in addition it is proposed that the reforms 

may overcome the tensions of the EU’s development. That is, through reform the strained 

relationship between the EU and its citizens can be alleviated, the incompatibilities between the 

                                                        
8 The question of what that compromise should look like belongs to the third group of dichotomies and will be 
discussed below. 
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Union’s goals and its current capability of action can be overcome, and the risk that enlargement 

will put further strains on the relationship between means and ends can be avoided. The general 

purpose of the constitutive dichotomies that are used in speaking of the need for reform is to cast 

the reform process as a necessity for finishing the ongoing European project and for making the EU 

physically complete. 

 

6.1.2. How should reforms be debated? 

The issue of how the debate should be conducted is not as central to the speeches as are the two 

other main categories, but in dealing explicitly with the procedures and forms of the discussion it is 

of great concern to my investigation, and I have therefore included it here. In discussing this issue 

the speakers reflect directly upon the process in which they partake and seek to set the terms for 

further debate. Two main relationships constitute the speakers’ understanding of the debate: the 

relationship between short- and long-term debate, and the relationship between the discussion of the 

EU’s purpose and its institutional makeup. These two relationships indicate what should be 

discussed and how the discussion should be conducted. A few other issues, namely who should 

participate in the debate and where it should be conducted, are also present, but these are addressed 

more implicitly than the other two dimensions. I shall explore the speakers’ treatment of these 

questions before turning to the investigation of the two more central issues. 

 

The who and where of the debate 

Blair’s verdict on the foolishness of standing outside of the reform process, Fischer’s attempts to 

silence certain reactions to his speech, and Lykketoft’s statement about who he will not build 

bridges to all seek to exclude radically sceptical positions from the conversation. The three other 

speeches do not contain such direct markers of exclusion, but it is evident that all the interventions 

take a constructive tone that does not include considering secession of member states or rolling 

back the integration process. 

The speakers also touch upon the related issue of where the debate should be 

conducted. Here, two main distinctions are brought to bear namely the differentiation between 

national and European-wide fora for discussion and the division between popular and elite debates. 

The speakers ascribe varying degrees of importance to this issue: Aznar barely mentions it, but 

implies that the discussion is elitist and enjoins politicians and experts at the European level (Aznar, 

ll. 2-5 and ll. 244-245). The other speakers in one way or another express concern about the broader 



  6. Second round of analysis  

 167

public involvement in the discussion. Prodi casts the discussion on Europe’s future as the young 

people’s debate, and he understands the debate as aiming at granting the citizens a political role not 

only locally and nationally but also at the European level (Prodi, ll. 8-9 and ll. 373-375). Thus, 

Prodi appears to assume that a European-wide public debate with a genuine European focus can 

arise. Fischer also speaks into a European context, but he addresses a number of different audiences 

attempting to adapt his speech to some of the many national publics that he sees as the basic 

elements of the proposed European institutional unity (Fischer, ll. 241-249).  

Jospin continues this line of differentiating between distinct national publics and 

presents his intervention as the opening of the French debate on the future of the enlarged Union. 

Moreover, Jospin speaks of an elite European level of discussion represented by the heads of state 

and government, but also by other politicians who meet in permanent or temporary European 

institutions. He sees it as the politicians’ responsibility to invite the citizens to participate in 

discussions of the European issues at the level of the various national publics (Jospin, ll. 12-15). 

Blair and Lykketoft share the belief that a European-wide public does not exist and that people are 

primarily directed to their nations and the national political institutions (Blair, ll. 232-237, 

Lykketoft, ll. 633-635), but only Lykketoft takes the consequence of speaking directly to his 

national public. Although Blair seems to speak to both a united European political elite and to 

dispersed national publics, he does not explicitly make the distinction nor discuss how publics – 

national or otherwise – can become involved in the debate on Europe, much less the European 

debate.     

The constitutive dichotomies that establish the who and where of the debate, thus, 

involve a dividing move in which sceptical positions are simply left out of the context of the debate. 

Also, the debate is divided spatially; it is seen to unfold in various national contexts where public 

debate may occur as well as at a general European level that primarily is a dialogue between 

political leaders. Prodi is the only speaker who attempts to overcome the dichotomy between the 

national public debates and the elitist European discussions, and he does so by assuming a European 

public rather than arguing its existence. The five other speakers simply accept the division of the 

debate as inevitable and base their various recommendations for the reform of the European polity 

on this fact.9  

 

                                                        
9 As will be seen in the discussion of the third group of dichotomies various proposals for reform may spring from the 
common recognition that a general European public does not presently exist. 
 



The Constitution of Meaning 

 168

Short- and long-term change 

Whereas the distinction between the discussion on goals and institutions, to which I shall turn 

shortly, is present in five of the speeches, most clearly in the three that belong to the second 

trajectory, the distinction between short- and long-term change only arises in the first two speeches. 

Fischer and Aznar divide their speeches into two sections, one dealing with the reforms to be 

decided at the Nice summit, and one going beyond the IGC that is to be concluded at Nice. Neither 

speaker argues for the need to continue the discussion in the longer term, but simply claims that the 

current reform process should be succeeded by further changes. The distinction between short- and 

long-term change, then, is not construed as a dichotomy at all. Rather, the two modes of discussion 

are presented as overlapping each other seamlessly, with long-term issues reaching their fruition as 

the short-term changes are decided and realised. The need for continuation of the debate that is 

already taken for granted in Fischer’s and Aznar’s speeches was officially recognised in the Nice 

Declaration. However, it seems that the debate had moved beyond the issues to be decided at Nice 

even before the summit had been held. At least Blair – delivering his message two months before 

the Nice summit – does not mention the upcoming negotiations at all, but instead focuses all his 

attention on the long-term discussion.10  

 Although the distinction between short- and long-term change is only directly 

articulated in Fischer’s and Aznar’s speeches, the understanding of European reform and the 

concurrent debate as a continuous process is common to all the speeches. This common 

understanding shows itself most clearly in the use of metaphors of construction and direction to 

describe ongoing and future events. These two groups of metaphoric expressions recur frequently in 

all six speeches and constitute the European project as an unfinished process, which must be 

continued, but can also be changed along the way.11 The speakers all refer to the construction of 

Europe, the Europe that is being built, the directions the project can take, the available courses of 

action, etc., etc., and thereby they establish a sense of Europe’s temporal and spatial emergence.  

The metaphors of construction and direction are so basic to the human understanding 

and expression of the world – they are “metaphors we live by” as Lakoff & Johnson (1980) say – 

that they typically are not seen as bringing together different spheres, but rather as expressing 

                                                        
10 In more direct ways Jospin and Lykketoft foreshadow the decision to be reached in Laeken by declaring their support 
for the establishment of a convention (Jospin, ll. 329-331, Lykketoft, ll. 535-537). The speeches’ various hints at the 
future developments of the debate reinforce the feeling that the debate as a process progresses steadily, just as the EU 
moves gradually towards its final goal.  
11 Thereby, the metaphorical conception of the debate corresponds to and provides further support for the reasoning 
about the need for reform. 
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meaning directly. These metaphors have become dormant (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1969, p. 

405), but still serve their original functions of making abstract social and political processes 

concrete and of lending impetus to these processes. They provide spatial and temporal frames for 

the subjects of which they speak. At the same time the metaphors are themselves so general and 

flexible that the speakers can endow them with very different specific meanings and thus shape 

them to match their own purposes. While the six utterances use the same types of metaphors, the 

envisioned European constructions and the recommended developmental directions are quite varied 

as will become clear from the study of the speakers’ actual proposals for reform.  

 
The EU’s purpose and its institutional makeup 

The second relationship that is constitutive of the terms of debate is closely associated with the two 

groups of metaphors presented above, and arises through the tension between the metaphors’ 

procedural and substantial elements. The issue is whether the EU should primarily be understood as 

a content or a form, and thus whether the debate should focus on what the EU should be and do, or 

how it should do it. Or, as Prodi expresses the situation, there are two approaches in the debate: 

“some privilege the foundations, others give priority to institutions” (Prodi, ll. 488-489).  

Fischer is the only speaker who does not mention the issue of whether form or content 

should be prioritised in the debate; this is because he makes no distinction between the EU’s 

substantial end and its institutional reformation. In Fischer’s speech the two elements merge 

through the understanding of integration as an institutional phenomenon that is revealed in his use 

of the antithesis of erosion or integration.  

The speakers who do take up the distinction between the two approaches all put the 

discussion of the EU’s basic features and goals, the substantial aspects, before the consideration of 

the institutional and procedural dimensions. Jospin uses wordplay to express this choice, stating that 

“Europe is first and foremost a political project, a ‘content’ before being a ‘container’” (Jospin, ll. 

18-19) wherefore Europe’s political sense should be established before the institutional architecture 

and procedural formulae can be decided (Jospin, ll. 213-215).  

Using directional metaphors Blair expresses a similar position: “the trouble with the 

debate about Europe’s political future is that if we do not take care, we plunge into the thicket of 

institutional change without first asking the basic question of what direction Europe should take” 

(Blair, ll. 165-168).12 Blair continues this line of reasoning and connects it with the basic exigence 

                                                        
12 In this passage the inscrutability of procedural discussions is also presented metaphorically – ‘the thicket of 
institutional change’ is not a place that is easily traversed. 
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of closing the gap between Europe and the citizens. He states: “the problems Europe’s citizens have 

with Europe arise when Europe’s priorities aren’t theirs. No amount of institutional change most of 

which passes them by completely will change that. Reforming Europe to give it direction and 

momentum around the people’s priorities will” (Blair, ll. 269-273). And he concludes using 

reversed repetition, a stylistic feature known as antimetabole,13 to sharpen the point: “The citizens 

of Europe must feel that they own Europe, not that Europe owns them” (Blair, ll. 273-274). To 

Blair, only substantial discussions on the purposes and actions of the EU can ensure such popular 

ownership. This claim is supported through a double argument of asymmetry: problems arise when 

the EU’s and its citizens’ priorities do not correspond and when institutional change and peoples’ 

comprehension do not correspond.     

Lykketoft’s attitude is quite similar to Blair’s and it is based on the same argument 

from the lack of correspondence:  

Technically complicated debates about an EU-constitution or a catalogue of 
competences or the creation of a new second chamber in a decisional structure that is 
complicated already are not necessarily shortcuts to creating greater popular support for 
the project. On the contrary, they risk strengthening the mistrust and aversion and 
nourish myths about secret plans of a closer Union – unless we can explain the purpose 
of the changes in crystal-clear terms as a strengthening of the citizens’ influence on 
Europe (Lykketoft, ll. 616-621). 
 

Aznar expresses a parallel concern about the technicality of the central terms of the debate, and his 

is an argument based entirely on the undesirability of using ambiguous terms.14 Aznar uses the 

incompatibility of various rivalling definitions to argue that pragmatic agreement on actual contents 

is preferable to conceptual discussions:  

…the two words, federalism and constitution, have a marked tendency towards 
polysemy, perhaps towards ambiguity. Both signify, for some, more transfer of 
sovereignty, more integration; and, for others, the opposite, that is, more 
decentralisation and reservation of competences to the states, regions, etc. before a 
centralism seated in Brussels. In both cases they generate both passionate adhesions and 
radical rejections. This is why I doubt their efficacy for the future of the European 
Union. It is preferable to reach understanding about the content instead of managing 
venerable words that cannot be verified in practice (Aznar, ll. 106-111).  
 

 

                                                        
13 In the binomial form Blair uses here the antimetabole resembles the chiasmus, the figure of presenting the two parts 
as an antithetical cross (Albeck, 1968, p. 169 and 186).  
14 The varied meanings of a word is a topos discussed by Aristotle; while Aristotle firmly supports defining each of a 
term’s varied meanings clearly, he does not seem to think that the existence of multiple senses of single words is 
inherently problematic (Aristotle, Topica, book I, 107b). 
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The apparent general agreement on the necessity of keeping the debate focused on the 

substantial and goal-oriented side of the European construction rests somewhat uneasily with the 

various speakers’ own proposals for institutional and procedural changes. However, none of the 

speakers actually thinks that the formal level of discussion should be abandoned altogether. Rather, 

the common argument is that the EU’s ends should guide its means and that this symmetry should 

also exist in the discussion. Prodi sums up the common position well by stating that the exercise in 

fact consists in synthesising the two approaches, deciding on common goals and then creating the 

means of achieving them (Prodi, ll. 490-510). “It is in this direction,” he concludes, “that we should 

pursue the discussion until 2004” (Prodi, ll. 510-511). 

  

How reforms should be debated 

The designation of how the reforms should be debated is based on complementary pairs more than 

actual constitutive dichotomies. The short-term debate is to be supplemented by and continued in 

the long-term, and discussions of the EU’s form are to be aligned with preceding deliberations on 

the purpose and content of the European project. The creation of Europe is seen to run its due 

course, and continued debate is understood as a central, constitutive element of that process. 

Through debate the blueprint is established and the route is laid out – to remain within the speakers’ 

preferred metaphorical framework of construction and direction.  

However, there is a recognised tension between those who wish to discuss the EU’s 

developments in constructive terms, and those who wish to focus attention at the antagonistic level 

of support for or opposition to the EU. Here, the speakers do not attempt to resolve the tension, but 

simply opt in favour of the constructive mode of argumentation, thereby seeking to disallow the 

other option and setting the debate’s agenda at a level above the basic settlement of the EU’s right 

of existence. Furthermore, it is widely recognised that discussions of the EU’s contents and 

procedures are not necessarily in harmony with each other, but here potential incompatibilities are 

avoided by setting up the EU’s purposes and ends as the guideline to which its procedures and 

means have to be adapted. That is, the issue of content takes precedence over the discussion of 

form, the exception to this rule being Fischer’s speech in which the two discussions are conceived 

as being at one.  

By presenting the debate as a process in which potential conflicts are resolved through 

the (chrono)logical arrangement of the involved issues tensions are smoothed, and the discussion is 

seen as progressing harmoniously and concurrently with the process of European integration as 
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such. However, the presentation of the debate as a unified process is inconsistent with the 

recognition that public discussion is actually conducted in many different contexts in which 

participants have varied priorities and concerns. There may be a coherent dialogue between 

European top politicians, but the politicians also have to refer to national audiences and take heed of 

the predominant expectations and demands of their national contexts. All speakers except Aznar 

recognise this situation and explicitly present the debate as taking place in diverse rooms with 

varied priorities and different participants. In actual conduct the debate remains dispersed over a 

great many specific contexts with divergent expectations and agendas, wherefore the process of 

debate in practice has far less chance of progressing smoothly than the temporal conceptualisations 

of it would indicate. However, none of the speakers addresses the inconsistency between the 

temporal coherence they invoke and the spatial differentiation they heed.  

 

6.1.3. What reforms should be made? 

The question of what reforms should be made is organised along two lines: the spectrum connecting 

the concepts of federalism and intergovernmentalism and that mediating between national and 

European sentiments. I shall begin with an examination of the national-European dichotomy since it 

forms the basis of the proposals that are expressed in conceptual terms. Although the speakers lean 

towards one or the other end of the scale in various degrees, the question to all of them is not how 

one end can be eradicated, but how a balance between the two poles can be struck.  

 

The national and the European 

Aznar and Prodi have the least developed accounts of the substantial relationship between Europe 

and the nation states. Prodi simply asserts: “there exists in effect a ‘European model,’ nuanced, 

diversified, but which really belongs to us. It is the result of an original historical equilibrium 

between prosperity and well-being on one side and the search for a solidary and open society on the 

other” (Prodi, ll. 92-95). In his definition of the European model the president of the Commission 

employs another spectrum, that between liberal and social concerns, and he pronounces the 

equilibrium between these two objectives to be the hallmark of European unity and distinctness. 

Prodi focuses solely on establishing commonality between the members of the EU; he sets up the 

Union as the single collective actor that represents all the members equally – and equally well – and 

ignores the possibility that members may experience contradictions between the national and the 

European priorities.  
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The possible contradictions are taken up by the Spanish President of Government who 

warns against taking a solely national position. “Being Spanish,” Aznar says, “I tell you that Europe 

is no springboard for strictly national projects, nor an insurance of stability for the weakest 

members, but a deeply rooted will of belonging” (Aznar, ll. 37-38). The metaphor of the 

springboard is somewhat more original than the typical metaphors of direction, but its membership 

of that group is nevertheless evident; the expression ‘deeply rooted will’ is an instance of another 

fundamental group of metaphors, namely the expressions of organic relation. Such metaphors – the 

metaphor of the root is the most commonly used, but references to trunks and branches as well as to 

human body parts are also typical of this group – are used to create natural relations between 

objects and concepts. The root metaphor is a special instance since it also belongs to the class of 

foundational metaphors, a group in which we also find metaphors of construction such as the 

fundament or the cornerstone. The present instance of the root metaphor creates both a natural and 

fundamental relationship between the EU and its member states, but even if it is “deeply rooted,” in 

Aznar’s conception belonging to Europe is still a willed act on the part of the members.  

Aznar also constitutes the specific Spanish relationship in terms of a deep belonging, 

but in this case he uses the strategy of shifting perspective: “In reality, we did not enter Europe, 

because from here we had never left” (Aznar, ll. 252-253). Moving beyond the concrete act of 

becoming an EU member, Aznar claims that Spain is an innately European country. And in 

conclusion he declares his loyalty to both the nation and Europe, using a metaphor of organic and 

foundational relation in order to emphasise the correspondence between the two dimensions: “an 

active Spain in the heart of the European unity” (Aznar, ll. 255-256). Again, it is noteworthy that 

Aznar presents the nation-state as the active entity even as European unity is declared.  

Aznar’s and Prodi’s conceptualisations are alike in presenting the national entities as 

being part of a common European whole and constituting the relationship between the Union and 

the member states as a harmonious one. However, in Aznar’s perspective the individual members 

remain the central actors of the united Europe, leaving little sense of an independently acting Union. 

To Prodi, on the contrary, the establishment of such a united European actor is the main aim of the 

intervention.   

Lykketoft and Blair are the two speakers who lean the most towards purely national 

definitions of collective identity. Both speakers see emotional attachment as a national matter and 

define Europe in primarily utilitarian terms (Blair, ll. 238-244, Lykketoft, ll. 35-36). However, Blair 

re-narrates the last fifty years of British history in order to be able to position Britain as a leading 
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partner at the centre of Europe (Blair, ll. 81-82 and ll. 158-159), and Lykketoft insists that there is 

no way back to the closed nation-states (Lykketoft, ll. 73-74). Moreover, both speakers recognise 

the existence of some sort of European community of values. Blair does so implicitly through the 

assertion that the EU “…underpinned peace and democracy in the reconstruction of post-war 

Western Europe…” (Blair, ll. 51-52), and through the use of the emotionally charged metaphor of 

belonging to “the European family of nations” (Blair, l. 17).  

Lykketoft is more direct in his assertion of what unites the EU members: “… [the] EU 

has many common opinions, attitudes and values with which we will increasingly seek to influence 

the international community and which are in opposition to the opinions of the new American 

government” (Lykketoft, ll. 227-230). By setting up a common ‘other,’ Lykketoft is able to 

constitute Europe as a unity. This strategy is recurrent in several speeches: Aznar establishes a 

blurred image of the European alter ego in speaking of “…the enemies of democracy and freedom 

called nationalist exclusivity, ethnic tyranny and terrorism” (Aznar, ll. 237-238). Jospin and Prodi 

are more specific in their presentations of Europe as an alternative to the US (Jospin, ll. 82-83, 166-

167, 181-181, and 195-196, Prodi, ll. 99-100, 139-142, and 261-262), but they do not establish the 

United States’ ‘other’-role as forcefully as does Lykketoft.15  

Lykketoft’s active establishment of European commonality does not lessen his 

commitment to the national identity, and in a concluding vision of the EU in 2010 he states firmly: 

“we have not become less Danish because we co-operate better” (Lykketoft, l. 692).16 As was seen 

earlier, Lykketoft understands the tensions between the national and the European levels of 

identification as being internal to all individuals, and his concluding denial of the notion that one 

identity should exclude the other continues this line of reasoning. Lykketoft sees identities – 

individual and collective – as consisting of complex relationships between elements that may not be 

totally harmonious, but do not exclude each other.  

A similar acceptance of the coexistence of national and European features is present in 

Jospin’s assertion that: “like so many other convinced Europeans, I want Europe, but I remain 

attached to my nation. Making Europe without undoing France – or any of the other European 

nations: this is my political choice” (Jospin, ll. 216-218). However, Jospin places emphasis on the 

                                                        
15 Blair also seems to recognise the opposition between the US and the EU, but instead of exploiting it to enhance 
European commonality, he places Britain in an intermediate position: “…our strength with the United States is not just 
a British asset, it is potentially a European one. Britain can be the bridge between the EU and the US” (Blair, ll. 124-
127). Events such as the terrorist attacks on September 11th 2001 and the war in Iraq mean that the presentation of the 
EU as an alternative to the US has become an immensely more delicate and consequential operation than it was at the 
moments of utterance of the six speeches.   
16 It is typical of Lykketoft’s intervention that he speaks of better not more co-operation.  
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European dimension, and in contradistinction to Lykketoft who sees the national and the European 

as distinct domains, Jospin “does not separate France from Europe” (Jospin, l. 216). In this vein he 

also states: “I am French. I feel European”17 (Jospin, l. 16). The conception of the duality as a unity 

is basic to Jospin whose understanding of the national-European relationship should thus be 

grouped with the positions forwarded by Prodi and Aznar.  

However, the position is unfolded in more detail in Jospin’s speech than in Prodi’s 

and Aznar’s interventions. Jospin begins with the presentation of a European model that is very 

similar to Prodi’s, stating that Europe “…is a work of the mind, a model of society, a world view” 

(Jospin, ll. 20-21). Also, “…Europe is much more than a market. It is carrier of a social model, fruit 

of history, and it unfolds through the ever more intense bonds that today unite the European 

peoples. There exists a European ‘art de vivre’…” (Jospin, ll. 26-28). Europe is a civilisation 

(Jospin, l. 33), a community of values (Jospin, l. 36), and a community of destiny (Jospin, l. 53). 

Yet Jospin’s deeper investigation of the European unity leads to the conclusion that “the 

justification of Europe is its difference” (Jospin, ll. 32-33). Europe “…carries in itself an 

exceptional diversity of cultures” (Jospin, l. 131), and its vocation is to bring this cultural diversity 

alive (Jospin, l. 122). Although he claims the unity of Europe and the nation-states, Jospin’s 

consideration of what the European unity means, leads to the assertion that it is constituted through 

diversity. The strategy of declaring ‘unity in diversity’ consists in facing the apparent 

incompatibility boldly and insisting that it is in fact beneficial. The clash between endeavours of 

unification and of differentiation is avoided through the claim that overarching unifying structures 

can bring together disparate entities without hampering the unique features of each (Hellström, 

2002).18 In accordance with the argument of unity in diversity every reflection on the future of 

Europe must pay special attention to the role of the different nations that come together in the 

European entity (Jospin, ll. 214-215). 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
17 Note the emotional charge of this expression that is so far from Lykketoft’s and Blair’s preferred utilitarian mode of 
presenting their European attachment. 
18 This argumentative strategy is so fundamental to the EU that the Convention decided to propose it – in a slightly 
altered version: “United in diversity” – as the motto of the Union (article IV-1 of the Draft Treaty establishing a 
Constitution for Europe).   
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The intergovernmental and the federal 

Although Fischer does not conceptualise the national and the European as separate entities in the 

same manner as do the other speakers, he does believe that the nations hold a special place within 

the European unity. Speaking as a “convinced European and German parliamentarian” (Fischer, ll. 

31-32) he advocates the establishment of a European federation, but immediately anticipates the 

objections such a proposal will provoke and concedes that the nation-states are realities that cannot 

be thought away (Fischer, ll. 223-224). The nation-Europe relationship is presented as follows: 

“…Europe will not emerge in an empty political room, and for that reason a further fact in our 

European reality is the different national political cultures and their democratic publics, also 

separated by language borders” (Fischer, ll. 242-245). Fischer does not distinguish between this 

relationship and its institutional parallel, and he goes directly to the presentation of the institutional 

framework that in his opinion will match the double-sided national-European reality. He suggests 

that “a European parliament must […] always be doubly representative: a Europe of nation-states 

and a Europe of citizens. This will only be possible when this European parliament actually brings 

the different national political elites and also the different national publics together” (Fischer, ll. 

245-249).  

In Fischer’s articulation of the dichotomies the substantial and institutional issues 

merge. This is possible because his institutional conceptualisation lacks an intergovernmental side; 

in Fischer’s scheme both differing national and common European interests are represented in and 

served by European-level institutions. By proposing a fully-fledged federation Fischer seeks to 

accommodate the tension between national and European dimensions within a coherent 

supranational structure. And in an argument similar to that put forward by Lykketoft, although with 

much more radical implications, Fischer maintains that institutional integration will not lead to the 

loss of national identity: “also in the European finality, […] we will still be British and German, 

French and Polish” (Fischer, ll. 284-285).  

Fischer’s is the only one of the six speeches in which the federal ideal is adopted fully; 

the other five preserve the institutional duality between intergovernmental and federal features as 

well as the tension between substantial national and European issues. Blair argues for the mixture of 

the features in the following way:       
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There are two opposite models so far. One is Europe as a free trade area […]. The other 
is the classic federalist model […] The difficulty with the first is that it nowhere near 
answers what our citizens expect from Europe, besides being wholly unrealistic 
politically. In a Europe with a single market and single currency, there will inevitably be 
a need for closer economic co-ordination. In negotiations over trade and global finance, 
Europe is stronger if it speaks with one voice. […] So a limited vision of Europe does 
not remotely answer the modern demands people place on Europe. The difficulty, 
however, with the view of Europe as a superstate, subsuming nations into a politics 
dominated by supranational institutions, is that it too fails the test of the people. […] 
The EU will remain a unique combination of the intergovernmental and the 
supranational. Such a Europe can, in its political and economic strength, be a 
superpower; a superpower, but not a superstate (Blair, ll. 197-248). 
 

The argumentative strategy that is explicitly employed here is also the backbone of many of the 

other considerations of alternatives that the speakers undertake. The strategy consists of two moves: 

first one sets up two extreme positions, and then a middle version is advocated. This strategy, then, 

might be termed the Goldilocks argument or, using Aristotelian vocabulary, the argument of the 

mean (Aristotle, Ethics, 1106a-b). Blair, in this particular articulation of the argument, uses 

wordplay (superpower/superstate) to enhance his conclusion and highlight the blend of features that 

makes his European porridge particularly appealing.  

The idea of the unique combination of institutional features recurs in Prodi’s speech, 

in which it is stated that: 

The genius of the founders consisted precisely in proposing an original institutional 
construction that is neither federal nor intergovernmental. It is because the European 
Economic Community has overcome the dilemma between a ‘superstate’ and 
‘juxtaposed states’ that it has entered into history. It is by assembling instead of 
provoking confrontation that it [the Community method] is a solution for the future 
(Prodi, ll. 352-357).  
     

Prodi does not present his solution to the dilemma as elegantly as Blair does, but instead he bolsters 

the argument by reference to the authority of the Union’s founders. And, elegant or not, Prodi’s 

claim is in a sense more forceful than Blair’s; Prodi does not simply advocate a middle ground but 

in envisioning the EU as “an original institutional construction” seeks to overcome the dilemma 

altogether.  

Aznar’s solution to the problem represents a return to the balancing strategy. He 

supports the institutional mixture that “…combines the strengthening of the institutions that 

represent the Union’s general interest […] and a better co-operation between the national 

governments and parliaments…” (Aznar, ll. 145-147). Here, the desirability of such a combination 
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is simply assumed, and the argument is thereby implicitly based on Aznar’s harmonious 

construction of the national-European relationship.   

 Jospin points directly to “…the constitutive tension of the European Union. There are 

nations, strong, vibrant, attached to their identities that found the wealth of our continent. And then 

there is the will to unite, to build together a unity that will make each one stronger” (Jospin, ll. 231-

233). The institutional framework that productively unites the opposed forces is, according to 

Jospin, the federation of nation states; a combination of concepts that itself requires a redefinition of 

the term federation in order to hold together. In this context federation does not mean “…a 

European executive that only derives its legitimacy from the European parliament” (Jospin, ll. 221-

222), but a “…progressive and controlled process of sharing or transferring competences to the 

level of the Union…” (Jospin, ll. 225-226). The expression federation of nation states, in Jospin’s 

view, captures the EU’s uniqueness: “…Europe is an original political construction, in an 

indissociable fashion mixing a singular solid of two different elements: the federalist ideal and the 

reality of the European nation-states” (Jospin, ll. 228-230). In a formulation that is almost identical 

with Prodi’s statement on the original institutional construction, Jospin seeks to position Europe’s 

political structure beyond the continuous reshuffling of national and European interests. Jospin 

expresses his argument about the desirable mixture of the two unviable extremes through a rather 

complex metaphor of chemical processes, but the purpose of creating a new unity is unmistakable.  

Lykketoft emphasises that “the EU is the member states’ effective instrument for 

solving common problems – not some entity that is taking new, large steps to becoming a federal 

state. […] The EU will remain a completely special and historically new and unique phenomenon” 

(Lykketoft, ll. 365-371). Thus, Lykketoft also conceives of the EU as more than a precarious 

balance between federal and intergovernmental elements, although his special European entity is 

decidedly less unified than is Jospin’s and Prodi’s. In his discussion of what name should be given 

to the unique co-operation, Lykketoft refers to Jospin’s preferred concept and states that “in Danish 

we will call it a ‘binding community of nation states,’ but probably mean more or less the same 

thing” (Lykketoft, ll. 375-376). However, Lykketoft’s redefinition of the federation of nation states 

arguably moves the concept closer to the intergovernmental pole than what appears to be Jospin’s 

intention. The imprecision with which Lykketoft refers to the federation of nation states is part of 

his strategy and allows him to endow the concept with a much less integrationist meaning than what 

emerged from Jospin’s usage of it. Lykketoft advocates a primarily instrumental understanding of 

the EU that seems premised on the assumption that European statehood is the greater evil of the two 
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possible extremes. Therefore, the uniqueness he ascribes to Europe mainly consists of its political 

organisation not being that of a state.  

 

The reforms that should be made  

The speakers’ proposals for reforms are all centred around the dichotomy of the national and the 

European, and the tension takes two forms: identification of and with the national and the European 

dimensions and the political organisation of them. Here, all speakers perceive a purely European 

identity and polity as a nonentity, and all present the nation-states as constitutive parts of Europe. 

However, Europe and the EU are also viewed as unavoidable features of the individual nation-

states’ reality, wherefore tensions between the European and the national levels have to be resolved 

through compromise rather than by opting for one of the two sides (see figure 29). The speakers 

handle the extremes in various ways, and they use distinct strategies to advocate their preferred 

solutions. Some seek to move the resulting entity off the scale by claiming that the mix of national 

and European features creates something new and unique. Others simply seek to strike a balance 

between the national and the European, but the aim of overcoming the tensions between the two 

extremes is common to all. 

  Blair              Prodi   
  Lykketoft     Aznar  Jospin Fischer 
National                      European 

 

Intergovernmental   Federal 

Figure 29: The national/intergovernmental-European/federal scale and the speakers’ position19 

 

6.1.4. Meaning formation through constitutive dichotomies  

One of the main aims of all of the speeches is to position the debate on the future of Europe spatio-

temporally. Taking their cue from existing conditions of space and time the speakers create a here 

and now that facilitates common European debate while remaining sensitive to national differences, 

and they also seek to constitute a political entity that displays both national and European 

sensibilities. The formal features that I have analysed under the general heading of constitutive 

dichotomies are modes of meaning formation that are both operative at the common European and  

                                                        
19 The positioning of the speakers is an analytical abstraction; in practice most of the speakers are able to move up and 
down the scale according to their special purposes. The positioning of Blair and Prodi above the other four speakers is 
only intended to show the overlap between their positions and those of other speakers. 
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particular national levels. Thus, the constitutive dichotomies enable the speakers to create new 

opportunities for political discussion and action on the basis of the nationally constrained positions 

from which they speak.  

The speakers explain why there is a need for reform and thereby also justify the 

existence of the debate; they attempt to set up the procedures for discussion and to delimit the issues 

to be discussed. In all of these efforts the constitutive dichotomies are essential tools. One of the 

central features shared by all of the speakers is the attempt to position both the process of debating 

and the resulting European political entity in a middle position. As a regional entity the EU is the 

geographical link between the nation-state and the world order, but – it is claimed – reforms are 

needed if it is to fulfil that function effectively. Also, the EU is in the middle of an enlargement 

process, and again reforms are needed if that process is to be concluded effectively. The need for 

reform, then, is basically argued on the premise that the EU has come halfway and further changes 

are needed to bring the project to its conclusion and to realise its full potential. The debate is 

positioned between the poles of substantial and procedural discussion, the idea being that both the 

EU’s ends and means must be considered and that the eventual reform must establish harmony 

between the two dimensions. Finally, the proposals for reform aim at balancing the national and 

European dimensions, wherefore they are situated between the extremes of intergovernmental and 

federal institutions and mechanisms.  

 The speakers advocate different solutions to the balancing exercise, and each utterance 

is a unique creation of meaning, but they all navigate the same conceptual space and use the same 

rhetorical strategies to establish their specific positions in the landscape. By placing himself within 

the debate on the future of Europe each speaker also sets his vision of the EU off from those 

presented by other participants in the debate. In so doing the speakers are constrained by existing 

expectations – some specifically national, others of general purport – as to the form and content of 

their utterances. One major strategy of identification is to adapt the utterance to the audience’s prior 

relationship with the European project and with other social entities. Notably, it is argued that the 

EU does not do damage to the nation-states, which are conceived as the audience’s primary point of 

reference, and the European unity is reinforced through reference to ‘others’ that are common to all 

the nations of Europe. Furthermore, the speakers seek to live up to expectations as to what issues 

should be dealt with and how these should be discussed. In this regard there is a high degree of 

intertextuality between the six speeches as well as other contributions that belong to the specific 

sub-genre of political leaders’ presentations of their positions in the debate.  
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The speakers use the audiences’ prior feelings about the EU and the existing 

conventions concerning the form and content of their utterances creatively, thereby suggesting new 

meanings and changed relationships. For example, Lykketoft establishes a new relationship 

between sceptical and pro-European positions by suggesting that both of these are internal to all of 

us. Fischer endows the notion of federation with a new meaning, when claiming that political 

integration into a European federation does not erase national identity, Jospin also redefines the 

concept by combining it with the notion of nation-states. The argumentative and figurative topoi are 

the means by which the speakers seek to create new and alter old common meanings and positions. 

The various ways of negotiating incompatibilities and dissolving dilemmas all suggest the 

establishment of the EU as a new type of community – a third place.  

To all the speakers the EU is a unique social and political entity, neither state nor 

international association, neither nation nor collection of strangers. The ultimate aim of all the 

speeches is to substantiate this third place, to endow it with a meaning that goes beyond the 

enumeration of what it is not. In this regard the available and preferred topoi show their limitations: 

the rhetorical strategies prove well suited to opening up the new, intermediary space, but the room 

remains rather empty, mostly populated in the negative sense of all that it is not. The 

communicative constitution of the EU as a polity in its own right remains heavily dependent on the 

creation of conceptual relationships between the European polity and other political and social 

groupings that seem to be better defined and more stable.  

Yet the vagueness of the meaning formation concerning the European entity may also 

be regarded as a strength. The loose construction implies that the EU is in a transient state and 

thereby facilitates acceptance of proposed changes. Furthermore, the somewhat ambiguous images 

that emerge from the utterances allow for general agreements to arise even if differences of specific 

opinions remain. All the speakers use the strategy of keeping references to other positions so 

abstract as to allow surface resemblances to pass uncontested, whereby a productive if 

unsubstantiated sense of commonality emerges.  

Conducting the meaning formation at an abstract level facilitates the creation of 

consensus on the overall goals and the general directions of the European project and on the agenda 

and procedures of the debate about its future. On this basis it becomes possible to continue the 

discussion of specific points of disagreement, and the interlocutors may eventually move towards 

more substantial common understandings. The notion of the gradual build-up of consensus is 

supported by the speakers’ common conception of the temporal developments of both the debate 
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