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Journalists as Commentators on
European Politics

Educators, Partisans or Ideologues?
B Paul Statham

CD C— rm

ABSTRACT

B Questions of media performance seem to be inherently linked to any
proposed solutions to Europe’s perceived ‘democratic deficit’. This article
addresses a specific part of this story: the attempts by journalists from the
national press to commentate politically on European affairs, and their self-
perceptions about the opportunities and constraints facing them. The arti-
cle’s main enquiry is whether commentating on Europe is different from
commentating on national affairs. A model was constructed to assess types
of political advocacy. The empirical study is based on interviews with a sam-
ple of journalists with four different roles, and from four different types of
newspaper, from seven European countries. The main finding is that to the
extent that they take on an advocacy role at all with regard to Europe, jour-
nalists see themselves as adopting an educational mode of raising public
awareness, more than a political ‘partisan’ or ‘ideological campaign’ mode.
Such findings are then discussed in relation to the broader issue of media

performance over Europe. I
Key Words advocacy, commentary, democratic deficit, Europe, journalism

Introduction: Europe’s ‘democratic deficit’ and media
performance

The European Union (EU) inadvertently brought the debate about its own
alleged ‘democratic deficit’ to the forefront of public attention when the
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French and Dutch people voted against ratifying the EU’s attempt to
produce a Constitution in 2005. Previously, steps towards European inte-
gration had been largely out of the public eye, driven by elites ‘building
Europe in the absence of Europeans’, as Jean Monnet put it. The EU con-
stitution sounded like a step towards state-like and federalist pretensions,
even if it was largely a treaty, but its rejection by the populations of two
founding countries sent shock waves through Brussels. In response, the
Commission mobilized a European Communication White Paper 2006,
which belatedly discovered the need to bring the mass media on side to
advance the EU integration process, though it is debatable to what extent
the document expresses an understanding of how the media works (Trenz
et al., 2007). Even before the Constitution debacle, the media’s role and
performance in covering European politics was commonly criticized as
contributing to the EU’s perceived ‘democratic deficit’: its lack of visibil-
ity, resonance and legitimacy in the ‘hearts and minds’ of citizens. In addi-
tion, the media are often held responsible for the resilience of nationally
focused public communications (Gerhards, 1992), or are criticized for not
living up to the normative ideals of the public sphere (Slaatta, 2006).

Questions of media performance seem to be inherently linked to
any proposed solutions to Europe’s ‘democratic deficit’. Adequate polit-
ical communication is essential in response to the supra- and transna-
tionalizing and multi-levelling of governance that has resulted from
advancing European integration, not least to ensure effective links
between political institutions and citizens and confer ‘legitimacy’
(Habermas, 2005). This general position is shared by authors addressing
the possible emergence of a ‘European public sphere’ (e.g. Koopmans and
Statham, 2002; Trenz, 2005; van de Steeg, 2002). From this perspective,
mass-mediated communication carries a political discourse, where the
arguments of political actors and decision-makers are made publicly vis-
ible to citizens, and thereby open to processes of deliberation that may
provoke consensus-building and support, or, alternatively, opposition
and challenges. A key focus is on ‘media performance’ as a supply-line of
political communication. In this article, we address a specific but impor-
tant part of this story: the attempts by journalists from the national press
to commentate politically on European affairs, and the opportunities and
constraints facing them. We focus on national media, specifically the
press in this instance, as the location for the Europeanization of political
communication processes, given the limited emergence and elitist orien-
tation of transnational media (Schlesinger, 1999).

Commentating is a crucial consideration for ‘media performance’
because it constitutes journalists’ most direct form of political intervention
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into the mass-mediated public discourse. Previously, more attention was
given to the reporting function of the media, its ‘carrying capacity’ and
‘representation’ of political discourse, and whether there are emergent chan-
nels of ‘Europeanized’ communication, between different nation-states, and
between specific nation-states and the EU supranational level (e.g. Peters
et al., 2005; Statham, 2007). Here we examine the press as a ‘political
actor’. Specifically, when commentating, how do journalists see their role
and ‘act’ in response to their perceived opportunities and constraints for
entering the mass-mediated public debate by mobilizing opinions over
Europe? Do they see themselves as ‘educators’ raising public awareness, or
as ‘partisans’ pushing specific European viewpoints? Are they able to write
‘independently’ from influence of proprietors or political parties?

First, we set the scene by discussing commentating and identifying
four possible types of advocacy. Then we outline the research design,
method and data sample of 102 interviews across seven countries. After the
analysis, we return to some of the themes of media performance.

Journalists as commentators: a model for types of advocacy

Journalists are people who take decisions directly affecting news content
(Donsbach and Patterson, 2004). This definition covers editors and
reporters, who participate in daily decisions influencing gathering and
selection processes, as well as interpreting information and actually writ-
ing the articles and commentaries that appear as ‘news’.

The study of editorials and commentaries has become recognized as an
important field of enquiry for communications (Eilders et al., 2004,
Firmstone, 2007). When reporting news, journalists represent the political
discourse, which requires placing events and opinions within a context that
is likely to privilege specific actors and opinions, over others. Such effects are
referred to in the literature on ‘second-level agenda-setting’ and the media’s
selection ‘bias’ and ‘framing’ of political events (see, for example, Shoemaker
and Reese, 1996). However, when they commentate on events, journalists
intervene more directly into public debates, and have greater opportunities
for focusing attention on interpretations of issues and thereby a greater poten-
tial for influencing the way that the public understands and forms opinions
on such issues. The visibility of editorials in the public domain allows jour-
nalists a special status as an ‘actor’ in the mediated public debate.
Subsequently, their mobilized opinions and arguments may potentially con-
tribute to public deliberation and opinion-formation processes. Such efforts
are discussed in literature on the media’s political influence, including its role
as a ‘political actor’ (Page, 1996), ‘advocacy’ (Donsbach and Patterson, 2004),
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and ‘media framing’ (Iyengar, 1993). These are journalists” attempts to influ-
ence deliberation and opinion formation processes among readerships, as well
as influence political institutions and actors, and are a focus of this article. We
take the writing and publication of editorials and commentaries as a case for
studying journalists’ political ‘advocacy’ efforts over Europe.'

Of course, editorial writing is not without institutional constraints. At
the macro level, news organizations operate within constraints and opportu-
nities shaped by commercial and institutional factors, including ownership,
market share and a nationally specific relationship between the media and
political system (Blumler and Gurevitch, 1995; Hallin and Mancini, 2004).
Also, news organizations themselves usually have a clear relationship to
institutional politics, identifying to a greater or lesser extent with left or
right political parties, and their publications address specific readerships: for
example, broadsheets address an educated elite readership. Such factors
attribute a newspaper with a specific ‘organizational culture’, a collective
identity that finds expression in its ‘editorial line’, and delimits its relation-
ship to institutional politics and its readership. Seen as an internalized set of
values, this ‘organizational culture’ shapes journalists’ decisions regarding
their writing. Most journalists consciously identify with their newspaper’s
‘editorial line’. Since a decision to write an article that moves beyond or
changes the established ‘line’ has organizational consequences, these are usu-
ally taken at editorial meetings in the news organization.

Since the ‘advocacy’ concept has been used somewhat indeterminately
(Donsbach and Patterson, 2004), it is worth unpacking and specifying.
This study examines ‘advocacy’ by looking at how journalists ‘act’ in response
to their perceived opportunities and constraints for entering the mass-mediated pub-
lic debate over Europe through their own commentary articles. There are factors
‘external’ and ‘internal’ to journalism at play.

In addition to the rather obvious point of possible resource or infor-
mation-gathering limitations due to the remoteness of Brussels, there may
be other ‘external’ factors shaping editorial writing. Institutional pressures
from within the news organization, or political parties closely associated to
it, may influence commentating. For example, some authors (e.g. Anderson
and Weymouth, 1999) claim that the Murdoch newspapers in Britain write
about European affairs and promote Eurosceptic positions as a direct result
of their proprietor’s stance. Another example would be the difficulty for
the French newspaper L'Humanité to commentate on Europe in a way that
was at odds with the French Communist Party to which it is closely affil-
iated. Such factors influence the independence of the news organization and
journalists to be ‘advocates’. Another external factor could be the complex-
ity and emergent nature of European politics. For example, the perceived
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Attributing intentional ideological bias over
Europe (pro-European/Eurosceptic)
partisan dimension

- +
Raising Awareness + ‘educational’ ‘ideological campaign’
informative-educative dimension - ‘business as usual’ ‘biased’

Figure 1 Different types of advocacy

lack of public salience of European politics, which is the ‘stuff’ of experts
and technocrats, or its complexity, or relative lack of party political cues,
may all create disincentives for editorial writing on European affairs.

Turning to ‘internal’ factors, we identify two dimensions of journal-
ists’ motivations and practices. First, journalists’ efforts may be ‘informa-
tive-educative’, attempting to raise public awareness and knowledge about
a perceived problem. Second, they may be ‘partisan’, advancing a specific
ideological stance over European affairs (pro-European vs Eurosceptic) as a
public constituency-building effort. However, these dimensions are not
mutually exclusive: ‘informative-educative’ promotes an issue by raising
awareness; whereas the ‘partisan’ intentionally attributes it with an ideological
‘bias’ over Europe. By combining the two dimensions we atrive at four pos-
sibilities, which are represented in Figure 1.

First, there may be little advocacy of either type and Europe may be
simply ‘business as usual’ (bottom-left), brought under the editorial
microscope solely when the salience of events dictates, and then com-
mented upon according to the usual norms of the ‘editorial line’. Second,
in the ‘educational’ mode (top-left), journalists’ advocacy over Europe may
be motivated to raise public awareness and understanding for an important
and complex issue, but without actively aiming to promote an ideological
position on the pro-European/Eurosceptic axis. For example, it is possible
to engage in advocacy by unpacking and informing about the complex
institutional workings of multi-level European governance, without pro-
moting a partisan ideological view on the European project. The third sit-
uation reverses this, in ‘biased’ mode (bottom-right), advocacy may
constitute journalists routinely mobilizing Eurosceptic or pro-European
views through commentary with scant effort being made to unpack and
inform the public about the complexities of European politics. Finally,
journalists’ advocacy efforts may run an ‘ideological campaign’ over
Europe (top-right), assertively raising issues and opening them up for pub-
lic evaluation in a way that also promotes a clear stance for a position on
the Eurosceptic/pro-European continuum. For example, a commentary
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may initiate a discussion that elaborates on a proposed set of regulations
for EU farming subsidies as a basis for promoting the Eurosceptic stance
that national farmers would be better served by the country withdrawing
from the EU. In this case, farming would be a campaign issue specifically
taken up by the newspaper to criticize the EU.

In order to examine the nature of journalists’ advocacy through com-
mentating over Europe, we conducted interviews with journalists in the
UK, France, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, Italy and Switzerland. Before
turning to the analysis, we elaborate on the data collection and method.

Data collection, sample and interview method

We consider journalists’ perceptions of factors contributing to decisions
about writing commentaries to be an important source of information.
However, this case is also located in a broader study of Europeanization
and political journalism (Statham, 2006; Statham, forthcoming).

For the topic of Europe, it was important to have interviews with
journalists from a range of countries and of different types. This design
allows for cross-national and cross-journalist comparisons. The research
was part of the large seven-country Europub.com collaboration
(europub.wz-berlin.de/). It was not logistically feasible to cover all news-
papers. We selected four newspapers per country that together were seen
as ‘best fit’ functional equivalents for ‘representing’ their national daily
newspaper landscape. This selection is shown in Table 1.

The research design selected four journalist types (editor/lead writer,
EU correspondent, journalist covering agriculture, journalist covering
immigration) from four types of newspaper per country (left-leaning
broadsheet, right-leaning broadsheet, tabloid or popular, and regional).
The selection of journalists thus varies across different professional roles,
distinguishing between reporters and commentators, and between EU spe-
cialists and ‘normal’ news beats.

Finding cross-national functional equivalents for newspapers is not
straightforward and some alterations to the design were required to
account for national specificities.” Our final selection was taken in consul-
tation with national experts and further details on these choices appear
elsewhere (Statham, 2006; Statham, forthcoming).

Recruitment efforts for interviewees were effective, achieving 102
interviews from a possible 112. Journalists from the selected newspapers
were interviewed in their own language in 2003/4 using a structured
questionnaire schedule that took approximately one hour and allowed
for closed responses followed by open elaborations (full questionnaire
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downloadable at Europub.com website). Not all questions were relevant
for all journalist types; for example, with regard to our specific enquiry
here, not all journalists interviewed were engaged in writing commen-
taries.” Responses to questions were coded into a database, linking
numeric and string variables. This strategy allowed us to retrieve linked
quantitative and qualitative (open answers) information, selected by coun-
try, newspaper or journalist type for analysis.

Interview findings

This study takes two related inroads. First, by looking at whether there are
differences in the way that journalists commentate on European compared
to national affairs, it builds up a picture of the extent to which Europe is
‘business as usual’ for journalists, or alternatively, if they consider there are
specific factors that shape their advocacy over Europe. Second, by examin-
ing journalists’ self-perceptions of writing commentaries and editorials,
we gain some insight into the extent and type of political advocacy role
that journalists adopt, or not, over European issues, and whether this takes
an ‘educational’, ‘biased’ or ‘ideological campaign’ mode.

To address perceived differences when commentating on European as
compared to national affairs, we constructed a set of possible differences.
Some differences were ‘internal’ to journalists’ writing, such as whether
‘national interest’ becomes more prominent as an issue, whether the educa-
tive role relative to the readership is enhanced due to limited public
knowledge over the topic, whether independence to express a political
stance increases and whether more effort is made to influence political
elites. Others were ‘external’, such as, whether newspapers are more likely
to follow an established party political line, or that of the proprietor, or
that of national public opinion.

The specific closed question was: “When commentating on political
affairs relating to Europe, such as the Convention on the Future of Europe,
is the newspaper’s role in any way different than when giving an opinion
on national affairs, with respect to the following statements? Answer: Yes
or No [interviewer then reads out left-hand column of Table 21.* An
answer ‘Yes” was coded with a score 3, and ‘No’ a score 0. The first two
columns in Table 2 show the rankings and overall aggregate scores for
journalists” perceived differences, on a scale from 0 for the lowest, to 3 for
the highest difference, and weighted by country.

After this closed question, interviewees were asked to elaborate in an
open way about what they considered to be the most important difference
so that we could also analyse their comments. The four right-hand columns
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in Table 2 show differences by subcategories of journalist type. These are
shown because differences between journalist types were more striking than
national and newspaper type variations. Overall, we found relatively few
cross-national differences between journalists in our study and so have rel-
atively little to say in that respect. This does not, however, contradict the
body of research that emphasizes the importance of different national media
systems and cultures (e.g. Hallin and Mancini, 2004). The similarities that
we found could be simply a phenomenon that is specific to European cov-
erage, namely, that the responses of national media to the emergent chal-
lenge of Europeanized politics have so far evolved in a similar way.

Turning to Table 2, a first observation is that we have a clear negative
finding with regard to differences that are ‘external’ to journalists’ writing
practices. The political stance of proprietors (rank 5, 0.5), political parties
associated with the newspaper (rank 6, 0.4) and general public opinion (rank
7, 0.3) are not more of a consideration when commentating on Europe. From
this we deduce that the way that journalists comment over European affairs
is not an outcome of extra pressures placed on them to follow their propri-
etors’, political allies’ or the general public’s position over Europe. We also
see that journalists are more likely to take up an independent stance from
other actors (rank 3, 1.4) and to try and influence political elites (rank 4, 1.3)
than they are to be influenced by proprietors (rank 5, 0.5), political parties
(rank 6, 0.4) or the public (rank 7, 0.3). This indicates that when commen-
tating, journalists’ own perceived flow of opinion-leading is from themselves
to external political actors, i.e. from the media system to the political sys-
tem. In other words, journalists see themselves as being sufficiently ‘inde-
pendent’ to be active and engage in advocacy over Europe.

Regarding newspaper type variations, it is worth noting that this
holds especially for journalists writing for popular (express own position
2.1, mean 1.4; influence political elites 2.1, mean 1.3) and tabloid news-
papers (express own position 2.3, mean 1.3; influence political elites 1.7,
mean 1.3) than for broadsheets and regionals. However, this is more likely
to be an outcome of the generally more assertive commentating style of
popular and tabloid newspapers than a factor specific to commentating on
Europe. One of the very few cross-national variation concerns Britain,
however, where journalists are more inclined to follow the proprietor’s
position over Europe than elsewhere (1.0 compared to 0.5 mean). This
‘exception’ comes from the Times’ journalists, which as a member of the
Murdoch group appears to have a clear editorial line over Europe that is
enforced within the organization, to a greater extent than other newspa-
pers.” Overall, though, journalists seem to be as ‘independent’ to write
their political commentaries over Europe as they are over national affairs.
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Turning to the perceived limited differences between commentating
on European and national affairs apparent from Table 2, they are ‘internal’
to writing practices for political commentary. These give us an indication
of the type of advocacy by journalists over Europe. First, journalists men-
tion their likelihood for promoting opinions that defend ‘national interest’
(rank 1, 1.7), which may be taken as evidence for the persistence of jour-
nalists’ national interpretative frameworks over Europe. This was backed up
by the journalists’ comments, as an Italian journalist put it: ‘On EU poli-
tics there is the tendency to bring to the European level Italian reasons for
wishing that a common Italian position is brought in’ (Mario Orfeo, direc-
tor, I/ Mattino). Interestingly, this shows a case of a journalist pushing con-
sciously for a national (Italian) version of Europe, but without expressing a
specific consistent ideological stance (Eurosceptic/pro-European) on
European affairs. Namely, national viewpoints supersede ones defined over
Europe. Second, another limited difference is that journalists emphasize
that they have an informative and educational role and duty to improve
public knowledge (rank 2, 1.6), which is stressed more than attempting to
influence political elites (rank 4, 1.3). Overall, this points in the direction
of informative-educative advocacy raising awareness over Europe, more than
partisan advocacy and ideologically based activism.

Turning to the cross-journalist variations shown in Table 2, we see
that all four highest perceived differences are more distinctly expressed by
EU correspondents than either editors/leader writers or national and
regional journalists (defend national interest 2.0, mean 1.7; improve pub-
lic knowledge 2.1, mean 1.6; express own position 1.7, mean 1.4; influ-
ence political elites 1.6, mean 1.3). With the duty for improving public
knowledge ranked highest (2.1). This indicates that European correspon-
dents appear to be a distinct group among journalists with a specific set of
norms. It seems that they take on a specialist role as pioneers commentat-
ing on Europe but once more this advocacy role is perceived as informa-
tive-educative to raise public awareness.

This interpretation about an informative-educative emphasis is
strongly supported by journalists’ detailed open comments on the greatest
difference when commentating over Europe. Here journalists emphasize
difficulties that are specific to communicating about Europe as a topic,
much more than any perceived difficulties in attributing it a specific ideo-
logical bias. By far the overwhelming difference that journalists mention is
the need to explain and express more clearly, and in more detail, because of
the lack of public and readership knowledge about European compared to
national affairs: “There’s an attempt to explain things better when the EU
level is spoken of, it’s a task of giving more clarity, knowing that the reader

471

Downloaded from http://ejc.sagepub.com at University Library on March 31, 2008
© 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.


http://ejc.sagepub.com

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF COMMUNICATION 22(4)

472

isn’t as familiarized with the EU’s functioning compared to national poli-
tics’ (Andrés Ortega, editor, E/ Pais). ‘On European issues {we} have to be
a lot more informative since more explanations are needed for the reader to
understand the opinion piece’ (Pedro Cuartango, E/ Mundo). “The public
does not know much about the subject so the paper has the duty to inform’
(Rimmer Mulder, editor, Leeuwarder Courant). “The newspaper sees itself as
pro-European, internationalist, it feels it has [a} duty to inform and explain
because of levels of ignorance of the subject and the failings of government
over the EU’ (Ian Black, European editor, The Guardian). These examples,
selected from many, underline that journalists see the key difference when
commentating on European affairs to be the need to inform and educate
their readerships. It emphasizes the informative-educative much more than
the partisan dimension of advocacy.

However, an important difference is that journalists consider that they
have a greater scope to comment more openly over European politics,
because political cleavages are not as clearly established in the political sys-
tem and public imagination as they are for national politics: ‘{There is} big-
ger freedom to express opinion because there is less conditioning from
national political actors or political groups’ (Alessandro Farruggia, agricul-
tural correspondent, Nazione). ‘At the national level, there is more interest
in the standpoints of the political parties, which can be overcome at the
European level, [thus we are] less partisan concerning Europe’ (St Gonyiley,
E! Mundy). ‘European affairs are commented on with more freedom as party
politics is not important. On a national level, trenches of party politics
dominate. There are a lot of prejudices’ (EU correspondent, FAZ). For the
most part, this greater independence for political expression over Europe is
an outcome of the lack of established cues and clear positions from the
political system, and is not perceived as an opportunity by journalists to
give ideological guidance and opinion-lead in political debates over
European affairs. Mostly, they see themselves as responding to a political
void by raising awareness. Generally, it seems that to the extent that there
is advocacy over Europe, journalists are largely in ‘educational” mode.

One notable, but almost unique, exception is the Swiss tabloid B/ick,
which takes up an educative-informative but also strongly partisan stance, to
the extent that it even goes against its understanding of its readership’s posi-
tion: ‘The most important thing is that Blick writes against its public when
it comes to European politics; it does it consciously, rather than writing as
its public thinks’ (editor-in-chief). The strongly pro-European Blick is a rare
exception of advocacy over Europe being mobilized in an ‘ideological cam-
paign’ mode.® It is worth noting that this stance by the newspaper evolved
during internal referendum campaigns within Switzerland over possible
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entry into the EU. Thus the advent of this ‘ideological campaign’ mode may
be contingent on events such as referendums that bring contention over
Europe into the public domain. One could perhaps therefore expect that
public referendums such as those initiated over the EU constitution would
be the type of ‘triggering event’ that could lead journalists to shift towards
a more ‘ideological campaign’ mode over Europe. At the time of our study,
although the constitution debates were under way, apart from Blick, the
greater assertiveness of popular and tabloid journalists remain within the
same norms and parameters as for commentaries on national affairs. As a
Mirror journalist states: ‘T don’t think there is much of a difference [between
Europe and nationall, {we are} fairly strident on both UK and European
issues. We would rant and rave about foundation hospitals as well as rant and
rave about why we need to get into Europe.” Thus even journalists on the
tabloids and popular newspapers are mostly informative-educative about
Europe, raising awareness for understandings within their own established
editorial line, rather than being partisan ideologues over Europe.

To summarize, we find little evidence for journalists using commen-
taries for partisan purposes over Europe. Generally, commentating on
Europe and the scope for journalists to express overt political positions
seem to operate within the limits set by the newspaper’s existing organi-
zational culture and editorial line and to be largely confined to raising
public awareness. It is mainly perceived public knowledge deficits that
motivate journalists, and the emergent and relatively undefined nature of
European politics that allows them the freedom to express opinions, not
that they see themselves as advocates with a political axe to grind.

Discussion: whither the deficit?

Apart from the odd exception, journalists tend to operate in ‘business as
usual’ or ‘educational’ mode when intervening as commentators in the
public debate over Europe. Such findings go in the same direction as
related research on journalists’ perceptions of their general reporting prac-
tices (Statham, forthcoming), which shows that ‘Europe’ tends to be incor-
porated as a topic into existing news-gathering and reporting practices.
Also, journalists see the ‘democratic deficit’ as an important topic, but not
as a motivation for extending their own political role. On the contrary,
they place responsibility for remedying the ‘democratic deficit’ squarely on
the shoulders of elected politicians. Overall, then, it seems that the media
tend to follow the political system over Europe, and the media ‘represent’
much more than they ‘lead” political debate. But does this raise concerns
over media performance with regard to European politics?
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The answer here depends on what one thinks Europe should be, and
what one thinks the media’s role should be in building European gover-
nance. For the Commission, whose White Paper on communication
(European Commission, 2006) suggests a job for the media in ‘social engi-
neering’ the ‘Europeans’ it has so far failed to find or convince, the answer
is ‘yes’. However, such hopes are hardly based on realistic expectations for
the outputs of an independent commercial news media, nor would the pro-
pagandist implications be especially desirable. In addition, the Dutch and
French referendums’ ‘no’ demonstrated that if the Commission has gen-
uine federalist state-like pretensions, then European politics will have to
‘get real’ and make itself visible, accessible and open to scrutiny, at least to
the same extent that the public expects from national governments.

Part of the difficulty in assessing media performance is that the stan-
dards raised are often those posed by normative theory for a European pub-
lic sphere, mostly inspired by Habermas (2005). So far, European political
institutional developments fall well short of this vision and those stan-
dards. So why is there a need for the media to match or supercede them?
In any case, are the assumptions of the vision plausible and realistic? Even
the Constitution, seen as an opportunity for generating a blossoming
transnational participatory civil society that would carry us towards a post-
national Europe a la Habermas, turned out to be a nationalist Eurosceptic
moment. Also, existing empirical studies of civil society participation in
Europeanized policy fields (Borzel, 2006) and Europeanized communica-
tion (Koopmans, 2007; Statham, 2007) provide more sobering accounts
for future prospects. Their findings suggest that Europeanization, at least
in its current direction, leads to an ‘empowerment of the already powerful’
and relatively less civil society engagement compared to elites than was
present in the ‘old’ national politics.

Some argue that emergent political globalization of governance in
the form of the EU has been overstated. For example, Moravcsik sees the
EU as a free-trade area with few state-like characteristics, based on treaties
between nation-states dealing with discrete regulatory fields (Moravcsik,
2002: 607): ‘the EU does not tax, spend, implement or coerce and, in
many areas, it does not hold a legal monopoly of public authority’. In this
view, the location of legitimacy for European politics within nation-states
is not especially problematic, and by implication, neither is the dominance
of national media and viewpoints. Although this view underplays the
power of supranational institutions, it perhaps represents a more realistic
starting point for the present-day situation.

So far, the European integration project has primarily been economic
and deregulatory, founded on the ‘four freedoms’ of market participation: free

Downloaded from http://ejc.sagepub.com at University Library on March 31, 2008
© 2007 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.


http://ejc.sagepub.com

STATHAM: JOURNALISTS AS COMMENTATORS

movement of persons, goods, services and capital. Such impacts have far out-
stripped developments in the social and cultural spheres, and EU political insti-
tutional developments reflect this emphasis. In addition, it is likely that market
liberalization and economic globalization have had a more profound effect on
news organizations, as commercial organizations producing political informa-
tion, than any shifts in the political landscape resulting from Europeanization.
In any case, at present, European politics are technical, obscure, uneven across
policy fields, and therefore do not necessarily merit a transfer of citizens’ affec-
tions, identities and allegiance in the same way as nation-states” politics. Until
and unless supranational European governance takes on a more central role for
issues of social redistribution, it is perhaps sufficient for political concerns to be
mediated through restricted and elite semi-public spheres of specialists with
national governments representing their citizens. The Constitution with its fed-
eralist overtones was the first time that EU governance really had the whiff of a
deeper general public concern. If that is a signpost to the future, there is noth-
ing to suggest that the national press will be unable to adapt to supply adequate
political information to citizens. However, that does not mean that the EU, or
national governments, will like what they hear. Nor should it.

Notes

Funding support from the EU Sixth Framework for the Europub.com project
(HPSE-CT200000046) and from the ESRC for the constitution project (RES-
000-23-08606) is gratefully acknowledged. I would also like to thank colleagues
working on those projects.

1. Our focus is on when journalists write and express opinions on behalf of the
newspaper about political affairs and events. These opinions appear most
explicitly and often, but not exclusively, in the newspaper’s editorial and com-
mentary sections. In the following ‘editorial writing’ and ‘commentating’ are
used interchangeably to cover this practice.

2. As Hallin and Mancini (2004) demonstrate, cross-national variations in
newsprint landscapes are largely shaped by, and constitutive of, differences in
countries’ political systems. Specific media systems, their newsprint land-
scapes and press cultures, are products of, derived from and constitutive of spe-
cific types of liberal democracies, reflecting their important political cleavages.
Subsequently, newspaper selection also needed to take account of additional
variations in specific countries, to accurately represent key political cleavages,
e.g. the importance of the regional north/south divide in Italy and different
language communities in Switzerland.

3. This explains the lower ‘N’ (87) in the data presented in Table 2.

4. The question was varied slightly to allow journalists to comment on their own
field: editors/leader writers and EU correspondents were asked about the
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Convention, whereas beat journalists were asked about a European issue in
their specific fields.

5. Newspapers owned by Rupert Murdoch including The Times and The Sun clearly
have stronger direct editorial control over their European commentating than oth-
ers. However, it seems simplistic to claim a ‘direct’ link between the proprietor and
the newspaper’s commentating, as some do (Anderson and Weymouth, 1999).
This ‘conspiracy theory” unsurprisingly has salience among The Times's commercial
competitors. Instead, we consider that proprietorial influence is more likely to be
‘indirectly’ mediated through the organizational culture. Thus The Times is not
Eurosceptic because of Murdoch ownership. Murdoch ownership is part of The
Times's organizational culture, as is being linked to a Eurosceptic Conservative
Party and a readership with Eurosceptic views, which adds up to a stricter edito-
rial line over Europe, and less perceived opportunities for journalists to deviate.

6. This finding about the exceptionalism of Blick for pro-European advocacy is
also underlined by the findings of a content analysis where its editorial stance
was more pro-European than 26 of the other 27 newspapers in this sample
(Statham, 2006: 15).
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