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Abstract
In this article, we investigate whether and in which way the institution of the State of the
Union Address, delivered annually by the President of the Commission to the European
Parliament, has provided a setting for communication and top-down legitimation of the
EU. Our analysis is based on a qualitative content analysis of the five State of the Union
speeches delivered between 2010 and 2015, and is aimed at identifying the discursive
legitimation strategies employed in the speeches and the particular conception of the
legitimacy of the EU that emerges. Our findings show the presence of a number of
elements of discontinuity that characterize the passage from the speeches by Barroso
(2010; 2011; 2012; 2013) to the one pronounced by Juncker in 2015, and highlight a
difference both in the discursive legitimation strategies employed and in the conception
of the legitimacy of the EU that they promote.
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Introduction
The State of the European Union (SOTEU) Address is a speech delivered each year in
September by the President of the Commission to the European Parliament in plenary
session. It has been instituted by the 2010 Framework Agreement on the Relations
between the European Parliament and the Commission (Annex IV),1 implementing the
prescriptions of the Lisbon Treaty towards a “more democratic, efficient and transparent”
EU. The introduction of the State of the Union Address is embedded within the
redefinition of the relations between the Commission and the European Parliament and is
accordingly directed at providing a more open setting of communication between EU
institutions.
The SOTEU Address, followed by a debate in the European Parliament, is
designed as the institutional moment in which the President of the Commission openly
addresses the past achievements, the most pressing challenges that the EU is currently
facing, and sets the priorities of the Union for the years to come. It thus represents a
public moment of reflection on the priorities, the identity and the future of the European
Union. Since its institution in 2010, five speeches on the State of the Union have been
delivered, four by former President of the Commission José Manuel Barroso (2010;
2011; 2012; 2013), and one by current President Jean-Claude Juncker (2015). In 2014,
following the EP elections, no SOTEU speech was delivered.
In this article, we propose an analysis of the content of the five SOTEU speeches
till now delivered and we investigate whether and which in way they can be regarded as
an attempt of top-down legitimation of the EU. We focus on the analysis of the discursive
legitimation strategies employed by the Presidents of the Commission in the different
speeches, and we aim, ultimately, at the identification of the particular conception of the
legitimacy of the EU that emerges from the speeches. Our work consists in a systematic
1

“Each year in the first part-session of September, a State of the Union debate will be held in which the
President of the Commission shall deliver an address, taking stock of the current year and looking ahead to
priorities for the following years. To that end, the President of the Commission will in parallel set out in
writing to Parliament the main elements guiding the preparation of the Commission Work Programme for
the following year”. Framework Agreement on relations between the European Parliament and the
European Commission, ANNEX IV, 5, p. 16.

2

qualitative content analysis of the SOTEU speeches based on a mixed methods approach
(Mayring 2014) that relies on the identification and quantification of symbols (Lasswell
et al. 1952), namely, words or phrases carrying positive or negative evaluation.
The article is organized into four sections. In the first section, we introduce the
theoretical framework of our analysis. We present the different conceptions of legitimacy
of the EU discussed in the literature and we provide an understanding of the notion of
top-down legitimation. In the second section, we introduce and explain our methodology
for content analysis. In the third section, after offering a brief insight on the general
content of the speeches, we present our results in details and provide some preliminary
interpretations. In the fourth section we discuss our results in light of our theoretical
perspective and offer an interpretation of the discursive legitimation strategies present in
the speeches as well as of the particular conception of the legitimacy of the EU endorsed
by the speakers.
1. Theoretical framework: EU legitimacy and legitimation
Legitimacy can be generally described, in the classical Weberian terms, as the belief in
the rightfulness of the authority. Questions concerning the legitimacy of the EU emerged
powerfully in the ‘90s, when the ‘permissive consensus’ (Hooghe and Marks, 2009) that
characterized the previous decades was replaced by what has been described as a
legitimation crisis that developed with the signing of the Maastricht Treaty (Brunkhorst,
2006; Hansen and Williams, 1999; Schrag Sternberg 2013) and culminated in the failure
of the constitutional process.
In the academic debate, questions about the legitimacy of the EU have been
frequently posed in relation to its assumed ‘democratic-deficit’. Scholars endorsing this
perspective have suggested the need to modify EU institutions as to ‘democratize’ the EU
decision-making process (Follesdal 1998; Hix and Follesdal 2006; Lord and Beetham
2001; Schmitter 2000). Replies to perspectives of this kind have been offered by scholars
assuming a different interpretation of the legitimacy of the EU: recognizing the great
variety of constraints to the implementation of more democratic institutions posed by the
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same nature of the EU as a supranational body, the legitimacy of the EU is not to be
assessed on the basis of the ‘democraticness’ of its decision-making process; rather, it
should be assessed in terms of its ‘performance’ as a decision-making body (Majone
1998; Moravcsik 2002; Scharpf 1999). In this second sense, the legitimacy of the EU is
thought of as depending on (and conditional upon) the quality of its decisions: EU may
have output legitimacy although lacking input legitimacy. However, there is a third way
in which legitimacy has been interpreted, and that plays a significant role in the current
political debate exacerbated by the economic crisis and the intensification of the process
of ‘de-conciliation’ (Ferrera 2014). In this third sense, legitimacy does not apply to the
‘decisions’ of the EU in terms of their ‘procedural’ (input legitimacy) or ‘instrumental’
(output legitimacy) validity. It applies, by contrast, to the same nature of the EU as a
supranational authoritative decision-making body. Questions about the legitimacy of the
EU are raised, in this perspective, in relation to nationalist attitudes towards state
sovereignty, where the boundaries of ‘European’ citizenship and community are seen as
blurred and historically artificial.
It is this last interpretation of legitimacy – that may be labeled, with Cerutti (2008,
p.13) ‘substantial’ legitimacy – that is mostly reflected in European citizens’ concerns
and attitudes towards EU institutions, as witnessed by the growth of populist and
nationalist parties all over Europe. Under this ‘Weberian’ interpretation (Cerutti 2008,
p.10), legitimacy has as its core condition ‘the political identity or rather selfidentification of the people involved’ (Cerutti 2008, p.13), and refers to the question of
the entitlement of EU institutions to make authoritative decisions. The problem of the
formation of a European community as a ‘community of values’ is thus central to the
legitimacy of the European Union. It is reasonable to assume that in the absence of a
European political identity, where identity is defined as ‘the overarching and inclusive
project that is shared by the members of the polity, or in other words the set of political
and social values and principles in which they recognize themselves’ (Cerutti 2008, p.7),
the question of the legitimacy of the EU will always include a challenge to its same
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existence, and that it will be reflected in other kinds of legitimacy assessments. As
Schmidt points out:
the performance-based legitimacy of the ‘output’ variety is insufficient for legitimization,
since outcomes also require a kind of ‘Weberian legitimacy’, by which [Cerutti] means
the substantive values and principles guiding the performance, which make the
performance valued. In other words, even if policy performance is optimal in normative
institutional output terms, if the actual content of the policies clashes with national values
and principles, as reflected in European citizens’ perceptions of EU policies as acceptable
and appropriate (or not), then its output legitimacy is empirically in question (2013:11).
In this complex scenery, it is relevant to ask which legitimation strategies the EU
has endorsed in order to assert its role as a supranational decision making body.
Legitimation is understood here as a process in which the belief in the rightfulness of the
authority is claimed or conferred (Barker 2001; Hurrelman 2016). Our interest, in this
study, lies on the particular strategies endorsed by the EU and its representatives in terms
of a top-down legitimation process. As highlighted by Theiler: ‘political legitimacy is not
likely to emerge as a mere ‘reflex’ to the establishment of EU-wide democratic
institutions or as a mere by-product of intensified transnational communication and
interaction. Instead, fostering political legitimacy always has a ‘top-down’ symbolic
dimension. This entails elite-driven construction and dissemination of symbolic
categories which, if successful, stimulates more ‘bottom-up’ communicative and
deliberative processes’ (Theiler 2005: 4).
In this article, we aim at empirically investigating the discursive legitimation
strategies employed by the Presidents of the Commission in the delivery of the SOTEU,
where for top-down legitimation strategies we intend, following the interpretation offered
by Gronau and Schmidtke: “goal oriented activities employed to establish and maintain a
reliable basis for diffuse support for a political regime by its social constituencies” (2015:
6). Our choice to focus our empirical analysis on the SOTEU speeches is due, firstly, to
the same reasons of their institution: the creation of the SOTEU was in fact embedded
within the overall Lisbon’s strategy directed at providing more ‘democracy’ and
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‘transparency’ in the EU, which may be itself described as consisting in a general
institutional strategy for legitimation (Gronau and Schmidtke 2016). Already in the
choice of the name, that immediately recalls the traditional State of the Union Address
held yearly since 1790 by the US Presidents, it may be assumed that the institution of the
SOTEU was directed at providing a symbolically significant setting for communication.
The introduction of the SOTEU may be seen, in fact, as an attempt to respond to what EU
scholars and commentators have described as a lack of ‘communicative discourse’ within
the EU. In particular, Vivien Schmidt (2010) pointed out that the highly-effective
decision-making structure of the European Union has often resulted in a lot of doing, in
terms of activities and decisions taken, that has been, however, not accompanied by a
corresponding amount of saying, in terms of communication and public justification of
the decisions taken. The discourses of EU political leaders were too often coordinative
discourses, held among political actors bargaining and negotiating on policies and
decisions. Much fewer discourses were of the communicative kind, in which ideas and
decisions are explained by the leaders to the public. The lack of saying, accordingly,
created a lack of being (in terms of a sense of ‘European identity’) despite a lot of doing.
As a result, the lack of discourses directed at including citizens in the European political
decision-making process resulted in weakening the process of construction of an
European identity: ‘The lack of communication about EU activity naturally has had an
impact on legitimacy, since saying needs to be added to the processes of doing in order to
ensure that the actions of the EU are not just acceptable but also accepted’ (Schmidt
2010: p. 23). The introduction of the SOTEU may thus be seen as an institutional strategy
aimed at remedying this situation. A second reason for the choice of this case is,
moreover, the complete lack of literature on the SOTEU: no previous study exists on the
institutional significance or on the structure and content of these speeches.
In this work, our aim is descriptive, and the analysis of the discursive legitimation
strategies as they emerge from the SOTEU speeches is directed, primarily, at the
investigation of the conception of legitimacy – in light of the various conceptions of the
legitimacy of the EU presented above – endorsed by the speaker as a representative of the
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EU. Our research is thus directed at the analysis of the content of the speeches in terms of
their evaluative aspects. In the remainder of this article, after presenting our methodology
for content analysis, both the content and the argumentative strategies used in the
speeches will be analysed in order to investigate EU main political actors’ attempts to
provide and define legitimacy for the EU.
2. Methodology
As recently highlighted by Crespy (2015), discourse analysis has become a leading
approach in European Union studies. However, far from constituting a coherent corpus of
literature, studies inspired by discursive analysis have profoundly diverged in terms of
epistemological stance (1), ranging from positivist to constructivist and to post-positivist
approaches; in terms of methodology (2), moving from quantitative content analysis to
frame analysis and to critical discourse analysis; and in terms of the object of the research
(3), that have included: the construction of an European identity (Wodak 2007;
Krzyżanowski 2010); the emergence of a European public sphere (Diez Medrano 2010;
Wessler et al. 2008); the definition of the European polity (Diez 1999; 2001) and of the
EU as a global actor (Aydin-Düzgit 2014; Carta and Morin 2014; Carta 2015; Wodak and
Boukula 2015); EU public policy (Radaelli 1999; Schmidt and Radaelli 2004). Fewer
works have concentrated on investigating EU legitimation through discursive approaches
(Schrag Sternberg 2013; Vaara 2014).
Despite the variety of studies, their interesting results and informative stance,
Crespy underlines some problematic aspects. She states: “The main problem in this
literature, especially on its constructivist side, is that it too often relies on implicit
methods. While most scholars provide effective conceptual tools, information on the
empirical material and the specific techniques guiding the analysis are scarce, if not
completely absent, from many publications”. (Crespy 2015: 108-109). Crespy and other
scholars (Crespy and Schmidt 2014; Boriello and Crespy 2015), however, have recently
tried to overcome these problems and have proposed more precise attempts to study the
discursive strategies embedded in EU leaders’ speeches through the methodology of
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frame analysis (Crespy and Schmidt 2014) and lexicographic analysis (Boriello and
Crespy 2015). Olsson and Hammargård (2016), moreover, have studied the rethoric of
the President of the European Commission in terms of its charismatic stance relying on a
quantitative dictionary-based analysis of a selected corpus of speeches by President
Barroso.
Our investigation of the discursive legitimation strategies in the SOTEU speeches
of the Presidents of the Commission will move along the lines indicated by Crespy
(2015) in terms of methodological accuracy and propose a novel approach to content
analysis. Our method consists in a qualitative content analysis of the evaluative aspects of
a speech. Following Mayring, we understand qualitative content analysis as a mixed
methods approach, in which the qualitative and the quantitative aspects represents two
distinct analytical steps: “assignment of categories to text as qualitative step, working
through many text passages and analysis of frequencies of categories as quantitative step”
(Mayring, 2014: 10). In light of our choice to focus on evaluative aspects of the speeches,
we do not focus on mere ‘signifiers’ (i.e. single ‘words’ or ‘words co-occurrences’). We
rather focus on ‘signified’, i.e., on meanings. Following Harold Lasswell’s seminal work
(1965; Lasswell et al. 1952; Franzosi 2008), our coding unit is the symbol, i.e., a syntagm
that both denotes and evaluate (positively or negatively) a particular aspect of social or
political reality. The same symbol/meaning may be expressed by different signifiers: for
instance, the symbol “national sovereignty” may be expressed by the syntagm “national
sovereignty” but also by the complex sentence “Member States have the last word about
the adoption of that directive”. The activity of symbols identification and categorization
represents the qualitative aspect of our research, and is carried out by directing our
attention not only to the single symbol, but to the larger argumentative structure of which
the symbol is part. We call clusters (of symbols) (Lasswell et al. 1952) the closed
argumentative unit in which more symbols are located. Bundles are often ‘closed’ by
punctuation, by the start of new paragraphs, or by pauses, but, more generally, they can
be distinguished on the basis of argumentative or topic-related criteria. The identification
of bundles not only allows for the individuation and classification of symbols (i.e., the
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word “democracy” may have different meanings, that can only be ascertained in light of
its position within a bundle), but also for the registration of the connections between
symbols established by the speaker.
In practice, our method consists in the manual coding of the content of speech
transcripts in terms of positive or negative symbols in light of a classificatory grid.2 The
grid – our coding scheme – is built on the basis of a deductive and inductive process.
General distinctions derive from overall accepted categories in the study of politics. The
distinction between the political (at the EU level and at the Member State level), the
economic, the social and the intellectual sphere recalls the Weberian classification of the
value-spheres, understood as the locus of value rationalization in which individual action
is shaped through the capacity of taking a position on the world and ascribing a meaning
to it (Oakes 2003; Weber 1949). Specific categories are the results of the analysis and the
identification of relevant elements of the five Speeches on the State of the Union and of a
number of other speeches by the Presidents of the Commissions. The definition of the
categories and sub-categories and the allocation of symbols into the relevant category
allows for quantifications and quantitative comparisons of the content of the speeches.3
3. Findings
Before moving to the systematic analysis of the speeches, a brief description of their
general characteristics and content is due. Since their institution in 2010, five State of the
Union Addresses have been delivered, four by former President of the Commission José
Manuel Barroso (2010; 2011; 2012; 2013), and one by current President Jean-Claude
Juncker (2015). Expectedly, the predominant topic throughout the five speeches concerns
the analysis and the evaluation of possible solutions to the “social, economic, and
2

Texts have been coded with NVivo 10. The work of the two independent coders shows a good degree of
inter-coder reliability, with a Kappa coefficient ranging from 0.74 to 0.92 for the different symbols
categories.
3
Our approach is in this way similar to the methodology of the Manifesto’s Project (Werner et al., 2011).
The main difference lies in the definition of the coding unit. Unlike the Manifesto’s Project, we do not
focus exclusively on argumentative units defined as quasi-sentences: a single word, intentionally selected
by the speaker to carry evaluative content, in our methodology does constitute a symbol just like a complex
sentence whose meaning indicates a positive or negative evaluation does.
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political crisis” (Barroso 2012) that is affecting the EU. Along with affecting the pursuit
of EU main economic goals (“growth”, “competiveness”. Barroso 2010; 2011; 2012;
2013;

Juncker

2015)

and

deepening

social

problems

(“diffused

poverty”,

“unemployment”. Barroso 2010; 2011; 2012; 2013; Juncker 2015), the crisis is described
as producing and exacerbating problems of a properly political nature that concern the
future of the EU: the generalized lack of confidence in the EU and the EU institutions
(Barroso 2011; 2012), the rise of populist and nationalist movements all over Europe
(Barroso 2011; 2012; Juncker 2015), and the erratic and often unreliable behaviour of
some Member States towards decisions taken at the EU level (Barroso 2011; 2012). All
speeches accordingly insist on highlighting the problematic political dimension of the
crisis, which led to serious repercussions on the unity and on the level of integration
among Member States. However, despite sharing with Barroso’s speeches the general
reference to the economic crisis, the speech delivered by Juncker in 2015 presents some
significant elements of discontinuity. The main topic addressed in Juncker’s speech is the
refugee crisis, to which is dedicated almost the first half of the speech. Other topics
include the agreement on the Greek bailout, UK position within the Union, and issues of
international politics with particular reference to Ukraine. Table 1 provides a brief
overview of the main topics of the SOTEU speeches.

Table 1. The five State of the Union Addresses
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Speech
Barroso 2010
No title
Barroso 2011
“European
Renewal”
Barroso 2012
No title
Barroso 2013
No title
Juncker 2015
“Time for
Honesty, Unity
and Solidarity”

Main topics
Common response to the crisis: modernize EU social market economy
Priorities: growth to promote freedom, security and justice
Economic crisis: restoring confidence
Priorities: stability; responsibility/discipline; growth
Target: irresponsible MSs
Political union (Federation) as a means to Economic Union
Priorities: Economic, social and political crisis
Target: unreliable MSs; populism
Economic crisis: positive signals, more to be done
Priorities: growth as a means to/as well as employment
Target: general detractors
Common solutions to refugee crisis and Greece
Priorities: solidarity; social values and rights as means to economic growth; political
role of EU institutions
Target: Un-European Union?; general detractors

The overall results of our analysis allow us to describe the content of the five
SOTEU speeches in terms of their reference to a specific value sphere. In total, we
identified 193 symbols in Barroso 2010, 247 in Barroso 2011, 281 in Barroso 2012, 244
in Barroso 2013 and, lastly, 328 in Juncker 2015.4 Figure 1 shows the results of our
analysis of symbols frequency and the distribution of symbols in the five value spheres.

Figure 1. The SOTEU symbolic space: frequencies of symbols in the five value spheres over the total
of symbols in each speech
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Barroso 2011
Barroso 2012

20%
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Barroso 2013

Social Sphere

Juncker 2015

4

The higher number of symbols identified in Juncker’s 2015 speech is also due to its greater length (around
10,000 words versus the average of 5000 words of Barroso’s speeches).
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In all speeches, excluded the first SOTEU speech delivered by Barroso in 2010, we
registered a clear predominance of symbols referring to the EU political sphere. All
speeches, with the exception of Barroso’s 2010 in which the crisis is analysed
predominantly – although not exclusively – in light of its economic dimension, stress the
need to analyse the crisis from a political perspective and to find for it political solutions.
Solutions that may take the form of concerted decisions, new perspectives for the future
of the Union (such a “Federation of nation states”, Barroso 2012), or a redefinition of the
relationships between MSs and EU institutions. All speeches, in sum, refer extensively to
constitutive aspects of the EU political system, calling for further integration and unity.
In the next sub-sections we propose an in-depth analysis of the symbolic
categories more relevant for our study of the top-down discursive legitimation strategies
employed by the speakers.
3.1 Values and goals
In the category ‘values’, we register the explicit reference to abstract concepts and
principles invoked as such or organized in complex structures of thought, called into
place as providing the reasons for political action, grounding specific choices or again
constituting the goals that political action should promote. More in general, the explicit
reference to values aims at the justification or legitimation of the status quo or of specific
changes. Following Weber’s theory of value-rationalization and substantive rationality
(1978), we assume that values may play two distinct roles in the argumentative strategy
of the speaker. On the one hand, they may be called into question to justify the procedure
or method (both ideational or practical) that leads to a specific decision or states of
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affairs; on the other hand, the may be invoked as providing the ultimate goal to which
political actions is oriented.5
In our work, we grouped values into five categories: economic values, ethical
values, political values, scientific values, and social values. Economic values refer to
principles and doctrines pertaining the economic sphere: “growth”, “competiveness”, but
also “free movement” and “social-market economy” are examples of the symbols we
registered in this category. Ethical values refer to moral principles and doctrines:
examples are “human dignity”, “human rights”, “toleration”. Political values include
both concepts – “democracy”, “accountability”, “transparency” – and doctrines –
“nationalism”, “liberalism”. Scientific values include “knowledge”, “expertise”,
“technology”, “research”. Lastly, social values pertain the sphere of social rights and
justice: “gender equality”, “solidarity”, “fairness”, “equity”, “minority rights”, “equality”.
The category ‘goals’ include symbols concerning the explicit proposal of actions
and decisions directed at changing the actual state of affairs. The reference to goals may
have different degrees of generality, and ranges from abstract and general statements
orienting the future of the EU (that may be defined in terms of ‘values’, see fn. 7) to
direct and precise policy indications. The different categories of ‘goals’ are distinct as
follows:
1. Constitutive (“strengthening the Union”; “political integration”, “improving the
relations between the Parliament and the Commission; between the Commission and the
Council”; “strengthening the role of the Parliament; of the Commission”).
2. Political (“implementation of that policy”; “co-ordination”; “compliance by MSs”).
3. Economic (“development”; “growth”; “competiveness”; “productivity”; “increase of
wealth, of welfare, of poverty”; “increase of employment”; “coordination of national
economies”; “economic reforms”).

5

Note that when a symbol referring to a ‘value’ is intended as a goal it is registered twice, once in the
category ‘values’ and once in the category ‘goals’.
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4. Social (“social cohesion”; “development of human capital”; “social protection”;
“social innovation”; “social development”; “social malaise/welfare”; “social crisis”;
“social emergency”; “social reform”).
5. Eidetic (“scientific, technological, or cultural development”; “investment in research”).
6. Ethical (“moral crisis”; “dignity of the person, of work”; “protection of human rights”;
“promotion of gender equality”; “support for European values”; “moral reform”).
The analysis of the SOTEU speeches in terms of frequencies of ‘values’ and
‘goals’ highlights some interesting results. In general, the explicit reference to values is
almost constant along the five speeches, ranging from 9.3% (over the total of symbols
registered in the speech) included in Barroso 2013 to 13.36% in Barroso 2011 (see Figure
2). However, the distribution of values along the different categories changes quite
evidently. The first two speeches (2010 and 2011) present a clear predominance of values
pertaining to the economic sphere – that in the 2011 speech represent 75.7% of the total
of symbols pertaining to the category ‘values’. The two more recent speeches by Barroso
(2012 and 2013), on the other hand, present a clear decrease in the reference to economic
values and a slight predominance of symbols pertaining to values of the political sphere.
An even more evident change in the explicit reference to values is, however, to one found
in Juncker’s 2015 speech. The reference to economic values reaches only the 5% of the
total of ‘values’, and the value spheres predominant in the speech are, in order, the
spheres of social and ethical values.

Figure 2. Frequencies of symbols in the category ‘values’ over the total of symbols in each speech
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Concerning the category ‘goals’, clear differences emerge between the speeches.
It is interesting to highlight that ‘goals’ represent almost the half of the total of symbols
in the first of Barroso’s speeches (2010; 49.7% over the total of symbols registered in the
speech). The other speeches range from 32% in Barroso 2012 to 21.9% in Juncker 2015.
As we can see in Figure 3, all Barroso’s speeches are characterized by a clear
predominance of goals concerning the economic sphere. Juncker’s 2015 speech, by
contrast, presents a prevalence of goals of the social and political (constitutive and merely
political) spheres, but even more significantly, presents a very small reference to goals of
the economic domain.

Figure 3. Frequencies of symbols in the category ‘goals’ over the total of symbols in each speech
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3.2 The sources of legitimacy and the political community
Fundamental aspect of our analysis is the identification of the particular conception of the
legitimacy of the EU political authority that the speakers endorse and communicate. We
labeled “Sources of legitimacy” those symbols that are called into place to: 1) found the
political community in terms of identity, providing a sense for “belonging/be bounded
together”; 2) describe and justify the EU authority and decisions.
In general, the symbolic repertoire of the EU in terms of thick symbols (like
language, ethnicity, culture, traditions, religion) is limited (Theiler 2005: 42-43). The EU
identity/legitimacy repertoire is mainly composed of thin symbols, namely, symbols that
connect the legitimacy of the EU to aspects of civic engagement or ‘rational-utilitarianist’
arguments (Theiler 2005: 22). However, an attempt to create and provide ‘thicker’
symbols of identification in the EU polity is evident in the speeches. We identify four
different symbolic categories to which the speakers make direct reference as to found
their legitimation strategies. Here follows a description of the categories:
- Symbols of popular sovereignty (“European elections”; “Citizens’ mandate”);
- Symbols of global designation (“European democracies”);
- Symbols of the supranational community (“Peoples of Europe”; “European citizens”);
- Symbols of the treaties and other documents of general address, when they evoke the
Source/origin on which the European framework founds its existence and capacity for
action;
- Symbols of the common historical experience and memory, when recall the cultural
matrix of EU (“European civilization”; “the Europe of Enlightenment”) or the events that
either in positive (“the fight for liberation of the peoples of Europe”) or in negative
(“World Wars”) justify the process of unification. Figure 4 depicts the distribution of
symbols ‘Sources of legitimacy’ for the five SOTEU speeches.
Figure 4. Frequencies of symbols in the category ‘sources of legitimacy’ over the total of symbols in
each speech
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As shown in Figure 4, the reference to the Sources of legitimacy reached its lowest rate
(over to the total of symbols in the speech) in Barroso 2010 (1.5%) and its highest in
Juncker 2015 (13.1%). No general pattern, in terms of the distribution of symbols
concerning the ‘Sources of legitimacy’, can be detected across Barroso’s speeches (2010;
2011; 2012; 2013); different symbolic categories are adopted time by time to deal with
the question of legitimacy. A clear moment of discontinuity is to be found, once again, in
Juncker’s 2015 speech. Along with the greater commitment of the speaker in addressing
the question of the foundation of the EU legitimacy – testified by the higher frequency of
symbols that falls in the overall category ‘Sources of legitimacy’ over the total of
symbols present in the speech –, the clear predominance of symbols referring to the
common historical experience and memory provides a sign of an attempt to found the EU
legitimacy on something different from ‘rationalist’ and ‘utilitarianist’ arguments
(Thelier 2005: 22). Juncker’s discursive strategy seems, in fact, directed to an attempt to
provide and reinforce thicker symbols of identification and narratives for legitimizing the
EU. See the following passage from Juncker 2015:
We Europeans should remember well that Europe is a continent where nearly everyone
has at one time been a refugee. Our common history is marked by millions of Europeans
fleeing from religious or political persecution, from war, dictatorship, or oppression.
Huguenots fleeing from France in the 17th century. Jews, Sinti, Roma and many others
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fleeing from Germany during the Nazi horror of the 1930s and 1940s [ect.] (Juncker
2015: 2).
Another aspect relevant for the understanding of the conception of legitimacy
endorsed by the speakers – and that compose their discursive legitimation strategies – is
the different interpretation of the ‘political community’ (“European peoples”, “European
citizens”, “European voters”) that emerges from the analysis of the speeches. The close
reading of the speeches has pushed us to differentiate two sub-categories of symbols
referring to the political community, that we labelled: community as a recipient and
community as a Source of legitimacy. 6 In the first sub-category are included the
references to the EU political community as the beneficiary of EU decisions. In the
second are included those cases in which the political community is invoked as founding
the EU authority and legitimacy. The evident difference between Barroso’s reference to
the political community in all of his speeches and the case of Juncker’s 2015 speech (see
Figure 5) put us in the condition to further reflect on the vision of legitimacy endorsed by
the speakers.

Figure 5. Frequencies of symbols in the category ‘political community’ over the total of symbols in
each speech
6,00%
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Community as a recipient
Community as a source
Barroso
2010

Barroso
2011

Barroso
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Barroso
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Juncker
2015

6

Note that symbols that make reference to the political community as ‘recipient’ of the EU decisions do
not constitute a basis for the legitimacy and accordingly are not registered in the category Sources of
legitimacy.
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While Barroso steadily mentions the political community prominently in terms of
‘beneficiary’ of the EU decisions and as a recipient of the beneficial consequences of the
European integration and of EU’s decisions, Juncker’s reference to the political
community prioritize its role as a Source for the legitimacy of the European Union. The
following passage from Barroso 2013 exemplifies this point:
I cannot emphasise this enough: citizens will not be convinced with rhetoric and
promises only, but only with a concrete set of common achievements. We have to show
the many areas where Europe has solved problems for citizens. Europe is not the cause of
problems, Europe is part of the solution (Barroso 2013: 6).

4. ‘Which’ legitimacy for the European Union?
The analysis of the SOTEU speeches has highlighted an attempt towards a discursive
legitimation of the EU that varies greatly between the speeches delivered by Barroso
(2010; 2011; 2012; 2013) and the one delivered by Juncker (2015). The study of
symbols’ frequency has allowed us, firstly, to identify general elements of continuity in
Barroso’s four speeches, despite a detectable movement from a more ‘coordinative’ to a
more ‘communicative discourse’ (Schmidt 2010) in the passage from the 2010 to the
2011 and subsequent speeches – testified by a decrease in the frequency of symbols of
the category ‘goals’ and a slight increase of symbols in the category ‘Sources of
legitimacy’. It has allowed us, secondly, to identify the aspects on which Barroso’s and
Juncker’s speeches mainly diverge.
In order to analyze the legitimation discursive strategies employed by the two
Presidents of the Commission, we rely on a typology formulated by Van Leeuwen (2007;
see also Vaara 2014). Legitimation discursive strategies may take four different forms:
“1) ‘authorization’, legitimation by reference to the authority of tradition, custom and
law, and of persons in whom institutional authority is vested; 2) ‘moral evaluation’,
legitimation by reference to discourses of value; 3) ‘rationalization’, legitimation by
reference to the goals and uses of institutionalized social action, and to the social
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knowledges that endow them with cognitive validity; and 4) ‘mythopoiesis’, legitimation
conveyed through narratives whose outcomes reward legitimate actions and punish nonlegitimate actions” (Van Leeuwen, 2007: 91).
As illustrated in the previous section, Barroso’s speeches make predominant
reference to goals and values of the economic sphere, while devoting little attention to
symbols concerning the Sources of legitimacy of the EU (privileging, in this case, the
reference to ‘Treaties’) and providing an interpretation of the political community as a
beneficiary of the EU decisions and of the European integration process.
By contrast, the speech delivered by Juncker devotes very little attention to the
economic sphere in general, and to symbols concerning economic goals and values in
particular. Juncker’s reference to values is made predominantly in terms of ethical and
social values. Symbols concerning the EU political sphere are overall predominant, and
particular reference is made to symbols concerning the Sources of legitimacy; primarily,
in terms of common history and memory and by reference to the political community.
The comparison between the speeches by Barroso and the one by Juncker allows
us to identify two different discursive legitimation strategies as well as two different and
competing conceptions of the EU legitimacy. In reference to the typology of discursive
legitimation strategies identified by Van Leeuwen (2007), we can conclude that Barroso’s
speeches contain a discursive strategy mainly directed at legitimation through
rationalization, whereas Juncker’s speech includes elements of mythopoesis – where
myths are defined as providing “collective groups with a story about where they have
come from and the values that set them apart from others” (Della Sala, 2010: 5) – and of
moral evaluation, given its frequent reference to values pertaining to the ethical sphere.
The following passage from Juncker’s 2015 SOTEU exemplifies his reference to
mythopoetic elements:
“I do not want, Mr. President, to create any illusions that the refugee crisis will be over
any time soon. It will not. And we have to know that. But pushing back boats from piers,
setting fire to refugee camps, or turning a blind eye to poor and helpless people: that is
not Europe. Europe that is the baker in Kos who gives away his bread to hungry and
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weary SOTEUls. Europe is the students in Munich and in Passau who bring clothes for
the new arrivals at the train station. That’s those at the Munich rail station applauding
and welcoming refugees. The Europe I want to live in is illustrated by those who are
helping. The Europe I don’t want to live in is a Europe refusing those who are in need”
(Juncker 2015: 6).
Moreover, either the speeches by Barroso and the one by Juncker present
elements of authorization. However, while Barroso founds legitimacy in the ‘economic’
authority of experts and economic values, Juncker’s reference is to the classical repertoire
of democratic legitimacy.
In terms of the conception of legitimacy that emerges from the speeches, the
differences are even more visible. Whereas in Barroso’s speeches the legitimation
principle is the ‘rationality’ of the EU decisions in terms of – mainly – economic outputs,
supported by a reference to merely economic principles and values as well as by a nonconflictual, technocratic discourse (Olsson and Hammargård 2016: 552-3), in Juncker’s
speech the principles of democratic legitimacy and the thick symbols and narratives
referring to the common historical experience concur in upholding a conception of
legitimacy of the Weberian kind highlighted by Cerutti (2008) as based on identification
and shared beliefs. Barroso’s speeches reproduce the commonly held assumption of the
EU as “a polity based on rationality and functional interests, not emotional appeals”
(Della Sala, 2010: 2), while Juncker’s speech moves from it in presenting a high
emotional tone and providing narratives directed at the creation of a sense of belonging.
In Barroso’s description, what prevails is an output conception of legitimacy
(Scharpf 1999; Schmidt 2013): the community is not the Source of power per se; it is, by
contrast, the ultimate recipient and judge of the activities and decisions of the EU. EU
authority and procedures are then, in this perspective, motivated and justified in light of
their capacity to make ‘good decisions’ for its citizens. The conception of legitimacy that
emerges from Juncker’s speech, on the other hand, seems more to recall the traditional
view of democratic legitimacy as input legitimacy, in which citizens are not only the
judges but also the first actors in taking part to the decision-making process. Moreover,
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Juncker’s extensive reference to foundational symbols exemplified by the predominance
of symbols of the common historical experience seems to provide un understanding of
legitimacy that moves in the direction described by Cerutti (2008; see also Schmidt 2013:
11) in terms of Weberian legitimacy as a system of shared belief and identity: “to grant
legitimacy to a polity [citizens] want to have grounds to perceive its conformity to a
model of just and good governance, which citizens have in mind and refer to in an
emotional and/or discursive way, as it embodies the deep-seated values, principles and
overall goals they believe in as members of a polity” (Cerutti 2008: 12).
The different legitimation strategies endorsed by the two Presidents of the
Commission and the different conceptions of legitimacy that emerge are also manifested
in a different use of language. Whereas in Barroso’s speeches is frequent the use of
technical-bureaucratic language – including name or even acronyms of specific financial
proposals or plans – and, in general, no space is left for the intrusion of rhetorical figures
and emotional tone, in Juncker’s speech limited reference is made to details of EU
legislations and a more general and abstract attitude is kept towards the discussion of EU
decisions. Barroso’s speeches give the idea of being specifically directed to an audience
of ‘insiders’ composed by public officials and functionaries. The speech by Juncker, by
contrast, seems to be directed – or at least accessible – to a more general audience.
Moreover, the tone used by Junker in some passages can be described as presenting
highly emotional traits (see the passage from Juncker’s 2015 SOTEU presented above).
Conclusion
In this work we have applied our methodology for content analysis to the State of the
Union Addresses delivered by the Presidents of the Commission from their institution in
2010 to 2015. We have highlighted, firstly, that the four speeches by Barroso present
evident elements of similarity among them while greatly differ from the speech delivered
by Juncker in 2015. In terms of discursive legitimation strategies, the four speeches by
Barroso relies primarily on rationalization in light of economic goals and on
authorization defined in terms of the authority of economic expertise. By contrast,
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Juncker’s speech mainly relies on authorization in terms of democratic procedures and
present elements of mythopoesis and moral evaluation. In reference to the conception of
the legitimacy of the EU that emerges from the speeches, we have again a notable
difference between the speeches by Barroso and the one by Juncker. While Barroso
seems to endorse a conception of the legitimacy of the EU in terms of output legitimacy,
Juncker seems to mix elements of input legitimacy with what Cerutti (2008) has defined
as a ‘substantive’, Weberian conception of legitimacy.
Whether Juncker’s novel discursive legitimation approach is due to an intentional
choice, to his political background, to the new, more ‘democratic’ procedure with which
the President of the Commission is appointed in line with the changes introduced by the
Lisbon Treaty, or whether, again, it is the result of a change in the political and structural
context in which the SOTEU has been pronounced, at this time is impossible to ascertain.
The aim of our analysis was merely descriptive and directed at offering an account of the
different legitimation strategies and conceptions of legitimacy endorsed by the speakers.
Future work may concentrate on investigating the relations between changes in the EU
political context and the argumentative strategies of the Presidents of the Commission, in
order to attest the way in which the conception of legitimacy that the EU endorse and
uphold is affected by the political background in which the speech is delivered. Future
research, moreover, may investigate whether and in which way the SOTEU address itself
is undergoing a process institutionalization, and whether future SOTEU speeches will
further Juncker’s attempt to differentiate the SOTEU from other EU communicative
settings in terms of the performance of the legitimizing function that they are called to
play.
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