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Abstract 
 
This article outlines how Germany has sought to project a strategic narrative of the 
Eurozone crisis. Germany has been placed center stage in the Eurozone crisis, and as 
a consequence, the German government’s crisis narrative matters for the future of the 
common currency. We highlight how the German government has sought to narrate a 
story of the cause of the Eurozone crisis and present policy solutions to influence 
policy decisions within the EU and maintain domestic political support. This focus on 
the public communication of the crisis is central to understanding the development of 
Germany’s policy as it was negotiated with EU partners, the U.S. and international 
financial institutions. We draw on speeches and interviews by Chancellor Angela 
Merkel and two of her senior cabinet ministers delivered at key moments of the 
Eurozone crisis between May 2010 and June 2012. The article argues that while 
Merkel and her governments have been able to shore up domestic support for her 
Eurozone policies, she has struggled to find a coherent strategic narrative that is both 
consistent with German domestic preferences and historical memory, and with those 
of other Eurozone members.  
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The Eurozone crisis has had a profound impact on the European Union (EU) and 

Germany’s role within it.1 It has been characterized by competition among actors as 
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to who can best explain the reasons behind the emergence of the crisis and how best 

to resolve the challenges facing the Euro. Germany has taken center stage in the 

Eurozone crisis, due to its economic strength and the key role of Chancellor Angela 

Merkel in negotiating the response to the crisis. Merkel sought to project a narrative 

that both asserts Germany’s commitment to European integration and chastises 

Eurozone members for their economic failures. In this way, Merkel has projected a 

narrative of promoting budgetary rigor and austerity, thereby portraying the crisis as 

being caused by overwhelming national debt, rather than as a result of structural 

weaknesses or imbalances in the Euro area. Merkel has attempted to dominate the 

narrative of the Eurozone crisis to shut out policy alternatives, which could have 

negatively impacted on Germany. Her longevity as German chancellor, while 

colleagues in other Eurozone countries have been voted out of office, has added 

weight to her voice, despite some of the inconsistencies we highlight below. Merkel’s 

domestic credibility and electoral success demonstrated yet again in September 2013 

has rested on her handling of the Eurozone crisis. In this article we highlight how the 

German government has sought to narrate a story of the cause of the Eurozone crisis. 

Our key argument is that by tracing how Merkel’s governments have sought to narrate 

the Euro crisis we can highlight the difficulties of presenting a strategic narrative that 

offers a resolution to the crisis consistent with both German domestic preferences and 

with historical memory, and is acceptable to Eurozone members.2 In addition to this, a 

focus on the German strategic narrative highlights instances when Merkel seeks to 

explain policy shifts through metanarratives of German European policy as a means 

to secure domestic support. 

     Our analysis is divided into two parts. In the first section, we explain how previous 

German governments have narrated Germany’s engagement with the European 
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Union, whereas in the second part, we identify three strands in the Merkel 

government’s Eurozone crisis narrative. To this end, we examine public statements 

made by Merkel, Foreign Minister Guido Westerwelle, and Finance Minister 

Wolfgang Schäuble. More precisely, we analyze speeches and interviews given by the 

politicians at three critical moments during the Eurozone crisis: the first Greek bailout 

in May 2010; the expansion of the Euro bailout fund in October 2011, and the setting-

up of the European Fiscal Compact in December 2011 and its ratification by the 

Bundestag in June 2012. Due to limitations of space we focus on the construction and 

projection of Germany’s strategic narrative, not its wider impact and contestation of 

Germany’s policy position. We have selected these snapshots for several reasons. 

First, they have been key moments of the crisis and have therefore raised much 

attention in the news media. Moreover, on all three occasions, the German 

government needed the Bundestag’s consent and therefore had to explain and justify 

their policies in front of parliament. Third, analyzing public statements made over the 

duration of two years allows us to identify elements of continuity and change in the 

government’s Euro crisis narrative. As the Eurozone crisis has grown more acute 

between 2010 and 2013, we expected the government to shift its narrative, but due to 

Merkel’s electoral success we have seen a largely consistent German narrative. In the 

final part of this article we discuss the implications of our findings for Germany’s role 

in the EU and how the new German government communicates a viable solution to the 

policy impasse.  
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Strategic	  Narratives	  and	  the	  Eurozone	  Crisis	  
 

Jutta Weldes suggests that “crises are social constructions that are forged by state 

officials in the course of producing and reproducing state identity.”3 The current 

Eurozone crisis is a case in point, in which the German narrative fluctuates between 

reinforcing its pro-integrationist credentials and wishing to influence the EU’s 

response according to Berlin’s preferences and approaches. The concept of strategic 

narrative builds on Vivien Schmidt’s work, by demonstrating how member states seek 

to communicate strategically to shape policy responses.4 Furthermore, Maarten 

Hajer’s study on how stories in environmental policy negotiations have been central 

to reaching global agreements on highly complex policies is central to our analysis.5 

The relevance of stories is especially visible in the Eurozone crisis, in the context of 

which domestic and EU-level narratives of member states and institutions collide. 

Schmidt and Claudio Radaelli argue that discourse underpins narrative constructions 

within policy debates. They suggest:  

The story the discourse tells and the information it provides must … appear 
sound, the actions it recommends doable, the solutions to the problems it 
identifies workable, and the overall outcomes appropriate. … the discourse 
does better if it contains cognitive arguments that demonstrate the policy 
programme’s relevance, applicability and coherence; and normative 
arguments that resonate with long-standing or newly-emerging values, and 
that complement rather than contradict the cognitive arguments.6  
 

What has been interesting about the crisis is that the EU member states and institutions 

have been unable to agree on a uniform explanation and a viable solution to 

overcoming the Euro’s problems. Crises, both protracted and short-lived, often 

uncover the cracks in the EU’s ability to forge a coherent response. In member states, 

narratives overwhelmingly reinforce the national with the EU often conceived as a 

power maximizer or secondary institution to pursue national interests. This situation 
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prevents the emergence of shared European interests.7 Amadine Crespy and Schmidt 

illustrate the interplay between France and Germany on the Euro crisis, highlighting 

the often-contradictory discursive frames used by Merkel and Nicolas Sarkozy.8 

Differences in how French and German policy makers communicated the crisis 

demonstrate the underlying divergent ideas, norms and paradigms shaping national 

policy positions.9 Crespy and Schmidt contend that: 

a bargain was only possible as French and German leaders gradually agreed to 
common solutions and justified them at home by using frames that are deeply 
historically rooted in their national traditions and thus resonate within 
respective public opinions.10 
 

We also assert that communication is therefore central to understanding the Euro 

crisis. Our focus on narrative analysis in public policy emphasizes processes of 

identifying the nature of the problem at stake, outlining a solution to that problem, 

and indicating what the outcome will be.11 

     This article contends that states and other actors face great incentives to project 

strategic narratives in the context of an evolving media ecology in which politics 

takes place, and that narratives are an essential element in understanding the crisis. 

The Euro crisis has reinforced the interconnectivity of European economies, leading 

to greater public awareness of the impact of European issues on national policies. We 

define strategic narrative as a means for political actors to construct a shared meaning 

of the past, present, and future of international politics in order to shape the behavior 

of domestic and international actors.12 In the case of the Eurozone crisis, strategic 

narratives legitimate policy responses, reinforce domestic and international support, 

and challenge counternarratives.13  

     The concept of strategic narrative is a tool to understand how political actors seek 

to extend their influence, manage expectations and change the discursive environment 

in which they operate. These are narratives both about states and about the system 
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itself—both about “who we are” and about “what kind of order we want.” Narratives 

link seemingly unconnected phenomena to create a sense of causal transformation 

through a compelling explanation of the situation at hand.14 Narratives often seek to 

establish order from confusion or complexity.15 Strategic narratives are 

representations of identity, a sequence of events, a communicative tool through which 

political elites attempt to give determined meaning to past, present, and future in order 

to achieve political objectives. Amelia Arsenault and Monroe Price argue: “narratives 

that are strategic are anthems to the future of the state.”16  

     The German government engages in substantial efforts to influence domestic and 

international opinion of the merits of their approach to the crisis, often encountering 

opposition to its understanding of the causes and solution. Strategic narratives are 

therefore employed and deployed by German actors to pursue their preferences and 

shape the expectations of third parties.17 Despite Germany’s position as the most 

powerful economic actor in the EU, it has not been able unilaterally to impose its 

preferences on the EU. Jeffrey Legro notes that “international relations are shaped not 

just by the power states have but the ideas the states hold about how that power 

should be used.”18 The Euro crisis, William E. Paterson argues, has catapulted 

Germany into a hegemonic role that it embraces only reluctantly.19 That increase in 

Germany’s relative power in the EU has not resulted in Merkel being able unilaterally 

to decide policy. Finnemore suggests that, 

[t]he policies (of a great power) must reflect values held at home, making 
them legitimate domestically. At the same time, in order to induce 
acquiescence or support from abroad, they must appeal to the leaders and 
publics of the other states. Constructing policies across these two spheres—
domestic and international—may be more or less difficult, depending on 
circumstances, but the range of choices satisfying both constituencies is 
unlikely to be large.20 
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Merkel has found it a difficult balancing act to continue to demonstrate Germany’s 

European credentials, while at the same time attempting to impose Germany’s 

solution to the Eurozone crisis and minimize Germany’s exposure to risk. Demands 

from France and the U.S. for Germany to contribute more to the Euro “big bazooka” 

to defend the currency from the market placed Merkel under intense pressure.21 

Merkel’s strategic narrative sought to minimize Germany’s exposure and explain 

inevitable compromises emanating from negotiations when they occurred through 

narrative constructions of how the policy responses developed. 

  

Germany’s	  Narratives	  of	  the	  European	  Union	  
 

Metanarratives of Germany’s role in Europe and the world have informed postwar 

politics in Germany. The narrative of Germany’s European vocation has been divided 

into three stages.22 In the first, post World War II stage, European integration offered 

the Federal Republic an opportunity to reinvent itself as a peaceful, stable, and 

democratic partner in Western Europe. The second stage—which started under 

Chancellor Helmut Schmidt (1974-1982) and intensified under the chancellorship of 

Helmut Kohl (1982-1998)—was characterized by even closer political cooperation 

within the emerging European Union. Chancellor Kohl’s oft-cited phrase that German 

and European unification were “two sides of the same coin,” is one illustration of a 

strategic narrative that tied the fate of Europe to Germany and vice versa, as a means 

to reintegrate West Germany and the unified Germany into a peaceful and stable 

continent. Felix Berenskoetter argues that we should conceptualize “the nation-state 

as a bounded community constituted by a biographical narrative which gives meaning 

to its collective spatio-temporal situatedness.”23 Drawing on Anthony Giddens, 
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Berenskoetter asserts that a biographical narrative serves as an “anxiety-controlling 

mechanism” to understand the complexity of the challenges facing a state.24 For our 

purposes, Germany’s biographical narrative is based on the explicit link with western 

integration (Westintegration), and, in particular, with the EU project. As Thomas 

Banchoff states, the skillful communication of Kohl’s historical view of twentieth-

century Germany helped overcome much of the opposition to German unification.25 A 

disruption of this relatively stable EU narrative creates uncertainty, and—if 

protracted—can call into question the fundamental assumptions underpinning a 

narrative, resulting in uncertainty.  

     Strategic narratives must be grounded in domestic beliefs and political culture to 

have credibility. For example, David Marsh argues that the decisions taken to 

establish the Euro at Maastricht were conditioned by a narrative interlocking the 

unification of Germany and deepening EU integration, leading to outcomes that in 

retrospect were neither in Germany’s nor the EU’s interests.26 We suggest that these 

apparently “suboptimal outcomes” are examples of the power that narrative asserts 

over policy discussions. Narratives commit actors to pursuing certain solutions to 

policy challenges and reject viable alternatives. They constrain policy options as well 

as empower political agents. Germany’s pro-EU integrationist narrative has been 

decisive in the development of Economic and Monetary Union (EMU), but raises 

questions now in the heat of the Eurozone crisis. Kenneth Dyson argues that Kohl’s 

role as animateur was central to overcoming national and European opposition to the 

emergence of EMU at Maastricht.27 Through his central role as German chancellor, 

and through the formalization of negotiations with France and other EU partners 

within the European Council, Kohl was able to frame the debate within the principles 

of ordoliberalism and Germany’s historical context post World War II. In the words 
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of Marsh: “The drama and pathos of unification distracted the attention of policy-

makers at a crucial juncture.”28  

     Yet, as economic and political integration have progressed, particularly since the 

Treaty on European Union (TEU) in 1993, we have witnessed after a wave of post 

Cold War EUphoria, a greater challenge to presenting a coherent strategic narrative. 

This challenge came to the surface during the third stage of Germany’s European 

narrative, which began under Gerhard Schröder’s chancellorship (1998-2005) and is 

still ongoing. In the context of the economic difficulties Germany experienced during 

the late 1990s and early 2000s and a generational change in the political leadership, 

Germany’s European policy has become more contingent.29 The “once so ubiquitous 

Europeanist rhetoric” has become scarcer, and Germany’s European vocation is 

shrinking, as Paterson writes.30 

     Germany’s Europapolitik narrative since Chancellor Schröder has been more 

overtly defined by German national preferences. At the same time we have not 

witnessed a retreat from EU integration. By contrast, Germany has moved center stage 

due to its strong economy and membership of the single currency, but displays a more 

contingent, less unquestioning approach to further integration. In the words of 

Thomas de Maiziere, who was at the time Merkel’s minister of the interior: “For our 

European friends, they need to come to terms with the fact that Germany is going to 

act just as other countries do in Brussels.”31 European integration, coupled with the 

burden of unification and the emergence of international pressures, have impacted  

Germany’s relationship with the EU, leading to greater German efforts to shape the EU 

to German preferences.32 These changes are reflected in the Merkel government’s 

Euro crisis narrative.  
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The	  CDU/CSU-‐FDP	  Coalition’s	  Strategic	  Narrative	  of	  the	  Eurozone	  Crisis	  
 

An analysis of the Merkel government’s Eurozone crisis narrative between May 2010 

and June 2012 shows how their narrative is shaped by historical memory. Throughout 

the time period covered in this article, references to the past are frequent in the 

government’s public communications. Not surprisingly, Merkel, Schäuble and 

Westerwelle repeatedly refer to Germany’s historical “responsibility” to support 

indebted Eurozone member states. This narrative is rooted in (West) Germany’s 

postwar guilt, and it is epitomized in a speech in which Angela Merkel urged the 

Bundestag to ratify the first bailout package for Greece in May 2010. She stated: 

Germany, the strongest economic nation in Europe, has a special 
responsibility in this situation, and Germany takes this responsibility. The 
happy history of Germany after World War II, the development into a 
free, unified and strong country, cannot be separated from European 
history, not even in thought. ... Germany lives in the European Union in a 
union of destiny. We owe it decades of peace, prosperity, and friendship 
with our neighbors.33 
 

The notion of the EU as a peace-promoting “union of destiny” was picked up by 

Foreign Minister Westerwelle two days later when he addressed the Bundestag:  

Even if Europe hadn’t brought anything but our peaceful coexistence on 
this continent over the past decades, it would have already paid off. 
Europe is a matter of destiny, a matter of peace, an insurance for 
prosperity for all citizens on this continent.34  
 

Here the political leaders follow the narrative of German postwar governments by 

stressing the EU’s merits as a promoter of peace and prosperity. A link between this 

political stability and the future of Greece, however, is not explicitly made. In the 

meantime, severe budget cuts have led to social unrest in Greece, and most notably 

the strengthening of Golden Dawn, a right-wing extremist party. In this context, the 

German government’s effort to link the Euro to political stability, peace, and 
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prosperity, rested on shoring up Germany’s contribution to the bail-out package, 

rather than a clear commitment to maintaining Greece’s membership of the Euro.   

     Another leitmotif in the German government’s Euro crisis narrative is the idea that 

the fates of the Euro and the European Union are inextricably linked. Finance 

Minister Schäuble expressed this view in May 2010 when he asked the Bundestag to 

ratify the first Greek bailout package. He stressed: “We have to defend the common 

European currency. And by doing this we defend the European project.”35 This 

narrative was continued and even strengthened when a year later Chancellor Merkel 

was under immense international pressure to act.36 In an effort to convince the 

Bundestag to ratify the expansion of the European Financial Stability Facility (EFSF) 

as a matter of urgency, she argued: ‘When the Euro fails, Europe fails.”37 Merkel’s 

linking the fate of the Euro with the future of European integration is not surprising, 

because alongside France, Germany was the architect of the Euro, and as the EU’s 

number one exporter, the country’s economy has benefitted from the single currency 

and the single market.38 The government therefore has a keen interest in keeping the 

Euro and expresses this time and again. Schäuble, for instance, has said: 

Without the common currency we would have different problems. We 
have in Germany the lowest youth unemployment in the whole of 
Europe. Our economic success is strongly linked to the export strength, 
on which we existentially depend. We wouldn’t be able to keep our 
standard of living and our social security if we weren’t so successful on 
the export markets. For this, the economic integration of Europe is an 
important precondition. All of us in Europe are individually far too small 
to realize our interests in the globalized world. We need a common, 
capable of acting Europe.39  
 

Merkel faced a major challenge to communicate a “keeping the Euro at all cost” story 

that would satisfy both German and international opinion. A pro-integration strategic 

narrative has been difficult to construct in the absence of a unified narrative from the 

German government, with the result that a number of prominent politicians, such as 
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Schäuble, business minister and former FDP leader Philipp Rösler and CSU leader 

Horst Seehofer, all argued that Greece might have to leave the Eurozone for the good 

of the single currency. The reception of Merkel’s Euro crisis narrative abroad has 

demonstrated the strength of opposing national positions and often a public rejection 

of Germany’s policy preferences. In the Italian newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore, Merkel’s 

statement “when the Euro fails, Europe fails” was interpreted as the chancellor’s 

attempt to “strengthen her image” at home at a time when her coalition government 

was unstable, rather than as a statement of commitment to forging a collective EU 

response to the crisis.40   

     As the Eurozone crisis has evolved, so has the narrative contestation of it. The 

narrative of “responsibility” has varied as the crisis has progressed. During the first 

Greek bailout in May 2010 the government reminded Germans of their historical 

responsibility to support other member states. Nevertheless, as Germany’s 

contribution to the bailout increased in 2011 and 2012, the narrative of responsibility 

shifted to stressing Greece and Italy’s responsibility to reform their economies and 

conform to stricter EU rules. Hence, in return for solidarity with indebted countries 

Germany’s public narrative has become more conditional as the crisis developed. 

Merkel expressed this narrative of responsibility in terms of conditional solidarity 

among Eurozone members in a speech to the Bundestag in December 2011. She 

stated: “We have always said: those who take responsibility can count on the 

solidarity of the European partners. Solidarity is the second pillar of the new stability 

and fiscal union.”41 

     From 2011 onwards, the responsibility of Greece and Italy to carry out economic 

and structural reforms has been repeatedly referred to as “doing their homework.” 

Westerwelle, for instance, stressed in March 2012: 
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We are convinced that it was right to negotiate in Europe on a give-and-
take basis. It means that we were prepared to give solidarity. But we also 
wanted to do what was in the interest of the citizens of Germany and 
Europe as a whole, and ask member states to do their homework.42  

 
Not surprisingly, this narrative was picked up by the Italian-speaking media. The 

Italian Huffington Post, for example, highlighted that more than anything else, 

Merkel’s statement was directed towards the German public: “For the German 

Chancellor, Angela Merkel, everybody in the EU has to do his homework … After all, 

the exams never end. Clearly, Merkel is in the midst of her election campaign.”43 

Merkel’s “everybody has to do his homework” narrative has been picked up by the 

President of the European Commission, José Manuel Barroso, who used it to stress 

that “Berlin, too, needs to do its homework if Germany wants to remain 

competitive.”44 By this point, then, the blame for the crisis is apportioned and the 

different actors hold each other responsible. 

     Another interesting change in the narrative is that from 2011 onwards, parallels 

between Greece’s and the German Democratic Republic’s (GDR) situation have been 

drawn by the German government. For example, when Merkel argued that the EU 

treaties needed to be changed in order to allow for more fiscal integration and 

flexibility, she made the following comparison: “Just as we managed to set up a two-

plus-four treaty within six months in the context of German reunification, it should be 

possible to make common treaty changes because we should value the Euro.”45 

Shortly afterwards on 14 November 2011, Schäuble compared the Greek economy to 

that of the GDR in the summer of 1990 when the D-Mark was introduced.46 He 

declared: 

Missed opportunities can no longer be covered up with currency 
manipulations. We have experienced this in Germany. When in the 
summer of 1990 the Deutschmark was introduced in the GDR, their 
economy was from one second to the other no longer competitive. Greece 
has to face similar pressures now. This is hard for the people. But there is 
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no choice: Greece has to do this. It is the price one has to pay for being in 
a common currency.  
 

These comparisons can be understood as the effort to explain the extent of Greece’s 

economic difficulties to the German public by appealing to their own experience. At 

the same time, the international audience could understand it as a reminder to follow 

Germany’s relatively recent, successful example of a currency union. The comparison 

between Greece and the GDR is however deeply problematic: not only were financial 

markets and rating agencies less influential in 1990,47 but it also needs to be kept in 

mind that East Germany received an enormous amount of public funding to get the 

economy going. By contrast, the Greek, Italian, and Portuguese governments were put 

under pressure to make significant budgetary cuts and to pay off their debts. The 

comparison of Greece during the Eurozone crisis and the GDR in 1990 is therefore 

misleading.  
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Discussion	  
 

Germany has been placed center stage in the drama of the Eurozone crisis, and as a 

consequence, the German government’s crisis narrative matters for the future of the 

Euro. We have argued that the Merkel government has failed to tell a coherent and 

convincing story of the crisis and its solution. It is a fragmented narrative based on 

Germany’s historical experience with European integration and reunification, drawing 

parallels that are not obvious. Merkel’s Eurozone crisis narrative presents a paradox. 

On the one hand, Germany’s narrative has been criticized for not forging a collective 

EU response due to its internal contradictions and tensions centering on Germany’s 

demands for domestic reforms and its reluctance to recognize how the German 

economy benefits from the organization of the single currency. On the other hand, 

despite these tensions Merkel has taken up a position of political dominance in 

Germany and developed a growing international presence as the EU’s leading 

politician. In an article in the New York Review of Books, Timothy Garton Ash 

suggests that, 

As we look for German answers to the European question, there are three 
crucial areas to watch: economic policy; European institutions to oversee and 
legitimate that policy; and, last but not least, the poetry to accompany this 
economic and institutional prose, inspiring Europeans once again to believe in 
the dream we call Europe.48  
 

This need for poetry, or for a story, was picked up by the President of the European 

Commission, Barroso, who launched a project called “A New Narrative for Europe.” 

At the launch of the project, he explained: 

A new narrative for Europe not because we don’t remain loyal to the 
raison d’être of the European community and the European Union; of 
course this remains valid. But because I think we need, in the beginning of 
the XXI century, namely for the new generation that is not so much 
identified with this narrative of Europe, to continue to tell the story of 
Europe. Like a book: it cannot only stay in the first pages, even if the first 
pages were extremely beautiful. We have to continue our narrative, 
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continue to write the book of the present and of the future. This is why we 
need a new narrative for Europe.49 
 

Since Merkel’s victory in the 2013 federal election, expectations on Germany to 

negotiate a lasting solution to the Euro’s underlying challenges have not dissipated. 

The German Euro narrative remains split between those claiming the Euro has been a 

burden for Germany and those who argue Germany has benefitted more than others 

from the single currency and should therefore expect to contribute more to uphold the 

Euro.50 This split has been reinforced by the growth in support for the Euroskeptic 

Alternative for Germany, with signs that it can expect to rely on support from those 

disaffected by membership of the Euro within Germany. Acceptance of the German 

Euro narrative is far from straightforward. As noted above, Germany has come under 

sustained criticism from the U.S. and the IMF of its handling of the Eurozone crisis and 

its economic policy.51 Adam Tooze argues that the incomprehension of other EU 

member states of Germany’s domestic fiscal tightening focuses the attention on 

austerity and avoids serious discussion on a growth strategy to address the Eurozone’s 

weaknesses.52 Germany’s narrative is defined by embedded domestic narratives that 

limit the range of policy options available at the EU level. Konrad Jarausch argues that 

this German nationalized narrative, which is associated with the emergence of the 

Berlin Republic, hinders Germany’s engagement with the challenges it currently 

faces. He argues that: “Only a denationalized and democratized narrative will be able 

fully to reflect such new and complex problems after reunification.”53 

     Merkel has had to walk a fine line between a domestic audience that was 

unforgiving of the presumed transgressions of Southern Europeans, on one hand, and 

Germany’s continued national interest in an integrated Europe, on the other—the 

latter required Germany to make the extra commitments (mostly of financial support) 

that the domestic audience did not want to make. On balance Merkel has pursued a 
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narrative that mostly favors the preferred policies of the domestic audience (as well as 

a number of other fiscally conservative member states), namely imposing the burden 

of adjustment on the peripheral countries of Europe. But, this also points to the fact 

that there are several enduring cleavages among member states that no narrative on its 

own can fundamentally alter.  

     We suggest the following implications of this analysis. First, the Merkel 

government’s EU narrative will continue to balance competing domestic and European 

pressures. Merkel appeals to feelings of solidarity and unity from her domestic 

audience, but also promotes austerity for Greece and other debt-ridden countries. She 

is under increasing pressure to promote economic growth, not least from within her 

own coalition government with the SPD. Secondly, the government’s “we’re all in the 

same boat” language is unconvincing so long as Merkel makes clear that Germany is 

not in a crisis and that Germany has “done its homework” (by lowering production 

costs etc.), presenting a German position which seems out of touch with many of its 

EU partners, and avoiding collective responsibility. At times, the German 

Musterknabe (model boy) appears more like the class swot, rather than setting an 

inclusive example.  

     A final point emerging from our analysis is the issue of audience. To whom are the 

strategic narratives of the Eurozone crisis addressed? Taking Robert Putnam’s two 

level game metaphor,54 it might be suggested that the German narrative is designed to 

enlarge domestic and European “win sets,” which may allow heads of government 

and state to find an intergovernmental agreement. Crespy and Schmidt’s analysis 

suggests that rather than separating the domestic and the international win sets in line 

with Putnam’s argument, the Euro crisis demonstrates a “double game” of 

simultaneous attempts to shape the discursive terrain on which the Euro crisis is 
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negotiated.55 Merkel has been adept in adapting her Euro narrative to respond to 

negotiated agreements with her EU colleagues to maintain a majority within Germany 

for her stance, while reinforcing her preference for the need for reforms in Portugal, 

Italy, Ireland, Greece, and Spain. Ireland’s response to the impact of the Euro crisis 

has been praised by Merkel and viewed as a signal that her policy is working.56 As 

such, this suggests that, despite calls for a softening of Germany’s position, Germany 

will continue to stress a narrative made in Berlin and Frankfurt. 

 

Isabelle Hertner is a lecturer in German and European Politics at the University of 
Birmingham. She is also the deputy director of Birmingham’s Institute for German 
Studies. Isabelle holds a PhD from the University of London (Royal Holloway). Her 
research interests include Germany’s and Britain’s relationship with the European 
Union, party politics at the EU level, and intraparty democracy. 
 
Alister Miskimmon is the head of the Department of Politics and International 
Relations at Royal Holloway, University of London. His research interests are 
primarily in the areas of strategic narratives, German, European, and global security 
issues and European integration. He has recently published with Ben O’Loughlin and 
Laura Roselle, Strategic Narratives: Communication Power and the New World Order 
(Routledge, 2014). 
 

Notes 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The authors would like to thank Sarah Colvin, Ben O’Loughlin, Felix Heiduk, and 
the anonymous reviewer for their helpful comments on draft versions of this article.  
2 Gernot Heller and Sarah Marsh,“Germany rejects U.S. criticism of export reliance,” 
Reuters, 31 October 2013; available at http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/10/31/us-
germany-usa-trade-idUSBRE99U0M920131031, accessed 1 November 2013. 
3 Jutta Weldes, “The cultural production of crises: US identity and missiles in 
Cuba” in Cultures of Insecurity: States, Communities, and the Production of Danger, 
ed. Jutta Weldes et al. (Minneapolis, 1999), 37. 
4 Vivien A. Schmidt, “Reconciling ideas and interests through discursive 
institutionalism” in Ideas and Politics in Social Science Research, ed. Daniel Béland 
and Robert Henry Cox (Oxford, 2010); Vivien A. Schmidt,“The Politics of 
Adjustment in France and Britain: When Does Discourse Matter?” Journal of 
European Public Policy, 8 (2001): 247–264; Vivien A. Schmidt, “Does Discourse 
Matter in the Politics of Welfare State Adjustment?” Comparative Political Studies, 
35 (2002a): 168–193; Vivien A. Schmidt, The Futures of European Capitalism  
(Oxford, 2002b); Vivien A. Schmidt, “Europeanization and the Mechanics of 
Economic Policy Adjustment,” Journal of European Public Policy 9 (2002c): 894-
912. 



	   19	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Maarten A. Hajer, The Politics of environmental discourse. Ecological 
modernization and the policy process (Oxford, 1995). 
6 Vivien A. Schmidt and Claudio Radaelli, “Change and Discourse in Europe: 
Conceptual and Methodological Issues,” West European Politics 27 (2004): 183-210, 
here 201. 
7 See Justine Lacroix and Kalypso Nicolaidis, European Stories; Intellectual Debates 
on Europe in National Contexts (Oxford, 2010).  
8 Amandine Crespy and Vivien A. Schmidt, “The clash of Titans: France, Germany 
and the discursive double game of EMU reform,” Journal of European Public Policy 
21, no. 8 (2014): 1085-1101; available at 10.1080/13501763.2014.914629, accessed 2 
January 2015.. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid., 3. 
11 See Frank Fischer, Reframing Public Policy: Discursive Politics and Deliberative 
Practices (Oxford, 2003). 
12 Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughin, and Laura Roselle, Strategic Narratives: 
Communication Power and the New World Order (New York, 2013). 
13 Lawrence Freedman, “Networks, culture and narratives”, Adelphi Papers Series, 
45, no. 379 (2006), 22; available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/05679320600661640, 
accessed 5 November 2013. 
14 Tzvetan Todorov, “The typology of detective fiction,” The Poetics of Prose, trans. 
Richard Howard (Ithaca, 1977): 42-52, here 45. 
15 Jonathan P.G. Bach, Between Sovereignty and Integration: German Foreign Policy 
and National Identity after 1989 (New York, 1999). 
16 Amelia Arsenault and Monroe Price “Narratives of legitimacy” in Strategic 
Narrative in International Relations, ed. Alister Miskimmon, Ben O’Loughlin, and 
Laura Roselle (Ann Arbor, forthcoming). 
17 Alison Brysk “’Hearts and Minds:’ Bringing Symbolic Politics Back In,” Polity 27 
(1995): 559-585, here 578. 
18 Jefferey W. Legro, Rethinking the World: Great Power Strategies and International 
Order (Ithaca, 2007), 3. 
19 William E. Paterson, “The Reluctant Hegemon? Germany Moves Centre Stage in 
the European Union,” Journal of Common Market Studies, Annual Review 49 (2011): 
57-75. 
20 Martha Finnemore “Legitimacy, Hypocrisy, and Social Structure of Unipolarity: 
Why being a Unipole isn’t all it’s cracked up to be”, World Politics 61 (2009): 58-85, 
here 65.This understanding is reminiscent of Putnam’s “win set” within a two level 
game approach. 
21 Peter Spiegel, “How the Euro was Saved—FT Series,” Financial Times, 11 May 
2014; available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/f6f4d6b4-ca2e-11e3-ac05-
00144feabdc0.html?siteedition=uk#axzz3Cuz8Vg8Y, accessed 14 May 2014. 
22 See William E. Paterson, “Does Germany Still Have a European Vocation?’ 
German Politics 19 (2010): 41-52.  
23 Felix Berenskoetter, “Parameters of a National Biography”, European Journal of 
International Relations 20, no. 1 (2014): 262-288.; available at  
doi:10.1177/1354066112445290, accessed 2 January 2015, 1. 
24 Ibid., 8. 
25 Thomas Banchoff,  “German policy towards the European Union: The effects of 
historical memory”, German Politics 6, no. 1 (1997): 60-76. 



	   20	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 David Marsh, Germany and Europe: The Crisis of Unity (London, 1995); See also 
David Marsh, The Euro: the battle for the new global currency (London, 2009).  
27 Kenneth Dyson, “Chancellor Kohl as strategic leader: The case of economic and 
Monetary Union,” German Politics 7, no. 1 (1998): 37-63. 
28 David Marsh, Germany and Europe: The Crisis of Unity (London, 1995), 106. 
29 Sebastian Harnisch and Siegfried Schieder (2006) “Germany’s New European 
Policy: Weaker, Meaner, Leaner” in Germany’s Uncertain Power: Foreign Policy of 
the Federal Republic, ed. Hanns W. Maull (Basingstoke, 2006). 
30  Paterson (see note 19). 
31 Sebastian Harnisch,“’The Politics of Domestication’: A New Paradigm in German 
Foreign Policy,” German Politics 18, no. 4 (2009): 455-468; Thomas de Maiziere 
cited in Joshua Chaffin “Why a fearful Germany is refusing to come to the rescue”, 
Financial Times, 25 May 2010; available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/b56c0bae-
6795-11df-a932-00144feab49a.html?siteedition=uk, accessed 1 August 2013. 
32 Charlie Jeffery and William Paterson, “Germany and European integration: A 
shifting of tectonic plates,” West European Politics 26 (2003): 59-75, here 73. 
33 Angela Merkel, “Regierungserklärung zu den Hilfen für Griechenland,” 5 May 
2010; available at 
http://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Content/DE/Regierungserklaerung/2010/2010-05-05-
merkel-erklaerung-griechenland.html, accessed 2 July 2013. 
34 Guido Westerwelle, Speech to the Bundestag, 7 May 2010; available at 
http://www.guido-westerwelle.de/Reden/909c100i35/index.html, accessed  2 July 
2013. 
35 Wolfgang Schäuble, Speech to the Bundestag, 7 May 2010; available at  
http://www.wolfgang-schaeuble.de/, accessed 2 July 2013. 
36 Peter Spiegel, “If the Euro falls, Europe falls,” Financial Times, 15 May 2014; 
available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/b4e2e140-d9c3-11e3-920f-
00144feabdc0.html#axzz3Cuz8Vg8Y, accessed 15 May 2014. 
37 Angela Merkel, “Regierungserklärung zum Europäischen Rat und zum Eurogipfel,” 
26 October 2011; available at 
http://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Content/DE/Regierungserklaerung/2011/2011-10-27-
merkel-eu-gipfel.html, accessed on 4 July 2013. 
38 Bertelsmann Stiftung, “20 Jahre Binnenmarkt: Wachstumseffekte der zunehmenden 
europäischen Integration” (Gütersloh, 2014); available at  http://www.bertelsmann-
stiftung.de/cps/rde/xbcr/SID-DC415B30-
7EDCA717/bst_engl/xcms_bst_dms_40166_40227_2.pdf, accessed 8 September 
2014. 
39 Wolfgang Schäuble, “Die große Mehrheit ist für Europa,” Interview with the 
Südkurier, 14 November 2012; available at http://www.wolfgang-
schaeuble.de/index.php?id=37&textid=1495&page=1, accessed 8 September 2014. 
40 Beda Romano, “Se crolla l'euro, crolla l'Europa,” Il Sole 24 Ore, 20 October 2011; 
available at http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2011-09-20/crolla-euro-crolla-
europa-063723.shtml?uuid=Aa36zt5D, accessed 10 August 2013. 
41 Angela Merkel, “Regierungserklärung zu den Ergebnissen des Europäischen 
Rates,” 14 December 2011; available at 
http://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Content/DE/Regierungserklaerung/2011/2011-12-14-
merkel-ergebnisse-eu-rat.html, accessed on 3 July 2013. 



	   21	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Guido Westerwelle, “Speech to the Bundestag,” 29 March 2012; available at  
http://www.guido-westerwelle.de/Reden/909c142i35/index.html, accessed 2 July 
2013. 
43 Huffington Post, “Crisi: Angela Merkel, compiti a casa poi solidarietà”, 24 June 
2013; available at http://www.huffingtonpost.it/2013/06/24/merkel-compiti-a-casa-
poi-solidarieta_n_3489977.html, accessed on 10 August 2013. 
44 “Selbstzufriedenheit wäre gefährlich für Deutschland,” Die Welt,  5 May 2013; 
available at  
http://www.welt.de/politik/ausland/article115878486/Selbstzufriedenheit-waere-
gefaehrlich-fuer-Deutschland.html, accessed 10 August 2013. 
45Angela Merkel, “Regierungserklärung zum Europäischen Rat und zum Eurogipfel,” 
26 October 2011; available at  
http://www.bundeskanzlerin.de/Content/DE/Regierungserklaerung/2011/2011-10-27-
merkel-eu-gipfel.html, accessed on 4 July 2013. 
46 Schäuble (see note 39).  
47 Alex Rühle, “Gedankenspiel zur Euro-krise: Die Mark und die Märkte,” 
Süddeutsche Zeitung online, 8 December 2011; available at  
http://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/gedankenspiel-zur-euro-krise-die-mark-und-
die-maerkte-1.1229990, accessed 8 September 2014. 
48 Timothy Garton Ash, “The New German Question,” New York Review of Books 
online, 15 August 2013; available at 
http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2013/aug/15/new-german-
question/?pagination=false, accessed 8 August 2013. 
49 José Manuel Barroso,  “A New Narrative for Europe,” Speech given on 23 April 
2013; available at http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-357_en.htm, 
accessed 8 September 2014. 
50 See for example Hans-Werner Sinn, “It is wrong to portray Germany as the euro 
winner,” Financial Times, 22 July 2013; Niall Ferguson, “Merkel’s “deutsche 
Michel” ploy is bad economics,” Financial Times, 11 July 2013. 
51 Gerrit Wiessmann and Quentin Peel, “Germany rebuffs Lagarde Criticism,” 
Financial Times, 15 March 2010; available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/d57c26aa-
3067-11df-bc4a-00144feabdc0.html?siteedition=uk#axzz2jOPFWm8J , accessed 1 
November 2013; Gernot Heller and Sarah Marsh, “Germany rejects U.S. criticism of 
export reliance,” Reuters, 31 October 2013; available at 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/10/31/us-germany-usa-trade-
idUSBRE99U0M920131031, accessed 1 November 2013. 
52 Adam Tooze, “The message from Berlin that Europe failed to grasp”, Financial 
Times, 4 May 2012; available at http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/dc03678a-57af-11df-
855b-00144feab49a.html#axzz2a4TYU2Kg, accessed 2 January 2015. 
53 Konrad H. Jarausch, “Beyond the national narrative: Implications of reunification 
for recent German history,” German History 28 (2010): 498-514, here 514. See also 
Jürgen Habermas, “Germany and the Euro-Crisis”, The Nation, 28 June 2010; 
available at http://www.thenation.com/article/germany-and-euro-crisis#, accessed 2 
January 2015. Habermas makes an impassioned plea for political leadership to 
generate closer European ties:  

In times of crisis even individuals can write history. Our lame political elites, 
who prefer to read the headlines in the tabloids, must not use as an excuse that 
the populations are the obstacle to a deeper European unification. For they 
know best that popular opinion established by opinion polls is not the same 



	   22	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
thing as the outcome of a public deliberative process leading to the formation 
of a democratic will. To date there has not been a single European election or 
referendum in any country that wasn't ultimately about national issues and 
tickets. We are still waiting for a single political party to undertake a 
constructive campaign to inform public opinion, to say nothing of the 
blinkered nationalistic vision of the left (by which I do not just mean the 
German party The Left). With a little political backbone, the crisis of the 
single currency can bring about what some once hoped for from a common 
European foreign policy, namely promoting a cross-border awareness of a 
shared European destiny. 
 

54 Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and domestic politics: the logic of two-level 
games,” International Organization 42 (1988): 427-460.  
55 Crespy and Schmidt (see note 8). 
56 “Merkel praises Ireland but vows no change to Eurozone crisis strategy,” The Irish 
Independent, 23 September 2013; available at 
http://www.independent.ie/business/irish/merkel-praises-ireland-but-vows-no-change-
to-eurozone-crisis-strategy-29599868.html, accessed 9 September 2014. 


