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Abstract. It is generally agreed that the EU media coverage 
and the information management system of the European 
institutions could enhance the emergence of a European Public 
Sphere (EPS).  
The study stresses the important, even limited, role of 
journalism in the construction of any future EPS, and pleads for 
a large conceptualization of the notion of public sphere(s). 
The principal question is how far the management of 
information and in particular its transmission via the media 
could diminish a frustrated aspiration of the “European 
project” generated from the communication difficulties and 
deficiencies arisen from the structural complexity and 
institutional restrictions of the EU. 
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Introduction 

The European Union is increasingly concerned with an in-depth 
reform and a more precise outline of its future. The “Conference on the 
Future of Europe”, a debate forum initiated at the beginning of 2020 by the 
new European legislative forum, European Parliament 2020-2024, is an 
important step in this regard, which generates high expectations. Not 
surprisingly, the president of this forum was appointed the liberal MEP Guy 
Verhofstadt. 
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The former Belgian prime minister has consistently promoted 
throughout his activity the need to strengthen Europe as a condition of its 
supremacy in the new geopolitical context. In the For Europe! Manifesto, 
published in 2012 by Guy Verhofstadt together with MEP Daniel Cohn-
Bendit, and translated into Romanian in 2013, the authors advocate for "a 
vision" and for politicians’ effort to convince their people about the 
correctness of that vision (p. 105). In other words, there is a need for 
projects based on a unitary vision and for mobilizing public opinion in order 
to know and carry out those projects. 

The European Public Sphere (EPS) is the proper space for debating 
and trying to solve topics referring to the public interests of the EU. This 
concept has its roots in the traditional concept of the domestic public sphere 
as described by the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas. A significant 
amount of scholarly research argues that there is an evolving concept of EPS 
and has approached it from various disciplinary perspectives. An EPS could 
be said to exist where there is a network of domestic public spheres 
transferred to a transnational European stage.  

A good public communication meant to create a community with the 
sense of belonging to Europe is essential for the articulation and functioning 
of a European Public Space. There is consensus about the central role of the 
mass media in creating a major part of the European daily reality that serves 
as a fundament for any understanding of citizens in Europe as "European 
citizens" (Ionescu, 2008). Mass media not only inform the public about the 
EU, but also are an element of necessary public control of power. The 
achievements, the effectiveness, and the shortcomings of mass media and 
their structures in Europe are of crucial importance to the state of the 
European polity at large. The functions of mass media, thus, are of 
importance to the quality of the polity within Europe.  

 
 

1. The Public Sphere and its European dimension 
 

The concept European Public Sphere has resulted from the impact of 
the new European realities with the classical notion of Public Sphere.  

The term Public Sphere is related to German philosopher Jürgen 
Habermas’ main work The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, 
which was published in Germany in 1962, but was not available in English 
until 1989. This concept has been central in many debates about the 
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reconstruction of the spaces in which citizens can express themselves and 
learn about their common experience. 

Habermas formulated two models of public space, two versions of the 
theory of public space. The classical theory refers to the bourgeois public 
space and designates the rational, argued debate of some political issues, 
carried out by private persons, which, in this way, is constituted in public. 

The theory of the modern public space refers to the public debates, 
which have become more and more widespread due to the intensification of 
communication, especially through the media; they are no longer based 
predominantly on the critical reason, but take into account the expectations 
and the cognitive and psychological level of the private persons, constituted 
in public. In the debate, economic interests are interposed, and the messages 
produced are widely consumed, through the media. The result is a broad 
public sphere, which aims to encourage consumption and its connection to 
market laws. In the space of public debate, rational arguments based on 
critical thinking no longer prevail, but messages (ideas, opinions) adapted to 
the expectations of a wider audience, with a heterogeneous cognitive and 
psychological profile. In other words, the rationality of the elites is replaced 
by heterogeneous audiences. 

Consequence: The access of various social categories to the public 
debate, regardless of their capacity for critical understanding and 
assimilation of the messages conveyed, leads to the multiplication of the 
public space, to the birth of public spaces specific to cultural identities, thus 
modelled on different socio-cultural identities. 

Currently we are witnessing a multiplication of public spheres. From 
the environment and place of debate, the contemporary public sphere has 
become an alternative to the canonical public sphere: it imposes public 
spheres corresponding to multiple cultural and social identities. It 
"generates" public spheres. It has the capability of a communication process 
to create a community. In this new sphere, there are audiences (in the 
plural): non-elitist and huge ones. The affective elements dominate, to the 
detriment of the rational ones. The “reason” (from Habermas) has become 
the “reasonable”. It is a sphere focused on the concrete and the factual. The 
public sphere has become globalized, with the national and the transnational 
interacting. In this context, EPS would be a particular case of a larger 
phenomenon.  

In the new context, there is more and more talk about the 
decentralization of the public space – the existence of several public 
spaces, corresponding to different cultural identities – and the 
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democratization of the public space: the unrestricted access of large social 
categories, some of them excluded from the definition of the classical public 
space, precisely in the virtue of cognitive and psychological limitations. 
These processes have an impact on the level of social dialogue and 
consciousness modelling. 

The concept of a specifically European Public Sphere (EPS) has been 
swiftly developed, even by Jürgen Habermas, to encompass the space where 
ideas, values, and beliefs with an essentially European dimension could be 
exchanged. 

There are different views of an emerging EPS (Ionescu, 2008). The 
theoretical debate on the concept of EPS is variously developed in the 
different European countries, often reflecting the prominence of interest in 
Europe at the political as much as at the intellectual level. In general, there 
has been a shift from the presumption that the concept of a public sphere 
could be simply translated to a cross-national equivalent, setting a goal 
towards which European policy making and communications strategies 
could be targeted. Instead, theoretical debate has shifted to either a more 
sceptical or even pessimistic view, in which the EPS is seen as a remote or 
even unachievable ideal. Alternatively, interest has shifted towards the 
notion of an EPS as a composite of essentially national public spheres, in 
which the EPS is an area of overlap, or alternatively a facet of the realm of 
common discourse at national or language levels.  

2. Communication and community

Described as a network for communicating information and opinions, 
the public sphere is understood by some authors as a "communication 
community". Communication does not go over or beyond the public sphere, 
but it has a constitutive role in the articulation and functioning of the public 
sphere (Bârgăoanu, 2011, p. 54). (our translation) 

Where there is no communication there is no community. Therefore, 
the first step in forming a European Public Sphere is to improve 
communication. It must be started somewhat in reverse than in the 
constitution of the national public space, where the community generated 
the communication. In the case of EPS, good communication ensures the 
formation of the community. 
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The public space involves multiple communication, a "market" of 
ideas, and a community engaged in this communication. The community 
has a certain profile, in other words an identity.  

Even Habermas developed in the book Europe. The Faltering Project, 
2009, his own conception of the public sphere with reference to EPS, “thus 
understanding a communication network that goes beyond national borders 
and which specializes in debating the relevant issues” (as cited in 
Bârgăoanu, 2011, p. 58) (our translation). As Bârgăoanu (2011) noticed, it is 
not a simple extrapolation or extension of the concept of public sphere to a 
larger geographical space, but rather about opening the communication 
flows from a national public sphere to other national public spheres, 
delimited by the borders of the national state. And the emergence of this 
public sphere is essential for the establishment of the European identity. 

Jürgen Habermas solution is the Europeanization of national public 
spheres through the structural transformation of national public debates. In 
his view, the Europeanization is a trans-nationalization process, a long-term 
and multidimensional one, by intensifying actions outside the borders, not 
only inside. In this perspective, EPS is not a superstructure. The solution is 
not to build a supranational public sphere, but to trans-nationalize the 
existing national public spheres. This is because national public spheres can 
become more receptive to each other without drastic changes in the existing 
infrastructure (as cited in Bârgăoanu, 2011, p. 58) – (our translation).  

As Bârgăoanu (2011) emphasized, Habermas gives the media a crucial 
role in creating this mutual receptivity of the public spheres: the role of the 
media is not only to present European themes and concerns and to treat 
them accordingly, but also to provide information on the political 
deliberations and controversies that lead to the same concerns in other 
member states (p. 59). 

3. European identity and ”the sense of belonging”

The question that arises is whether there is a European Public 
Space/Sphere, that is, an intense communication at the European level, but 
also a European identity that the citizens of the EU member countries are 
aware of. 

The concept of European identity is central to the conception of the 
European Public Sphere. When asked about the existence / non-existence of 
a European identity and a European journalism, we realized that this is not 
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an easy answer. As the research for the AIM project revealed, and as it is 
supported in studies devoted to this problem, at present, the European 
identity is more a matter of perception than a factual reality (Ionescu, 2013). 

An identity is based on a social imaginary. In the European collective 
imagination and consciousness – the European imaginary – there is an 
embryonic but certain sense of things European and of a European 
dimension, open to public and social debate. Theoretical studies and 
empirical research (Golding et al, 2007, pp. 169-173) prove that it is 
important to create a European social imaginary for national audiences. 

Some questions arise: where is it located, how and by whom are the 
European social imaginaries created, and what is the role of journalists in 
facilitating a critical European debate? According to the AIM research 
(2007), the first step in creating a European social imaginary could be seen 
in the well-known tendency of the gradual Europeanization of national 
public spheres, where European issues and actors become more and more 
approached and evaluated from a common European perspective rather than 
from a national one.  

According to Charles Taylor (2004), the European social imaginary 
means "knowledge" about, but also "interest" for European issues, and 
more, awareness, reflection on the common interest of some people 
"affected" by European issues. Thus, European issues and actors are 
increasingly placed in a common European perspective, rather than a 
national one. Especially this reflection of European citizens on the new 
existence of Europe (with all that it means: the free labour market, the 
Europeanization of politics, business, education and culture), can be 
stimulated by a journalism developed on a pan-European basis. Acting as 
intermediaries between the EU and national news outlets, journalists are key 
elements of this process of "cultural translation" and national interpretation 
of EU news.  

The emergence of a European Public Sphere is seen to be dependent 
upon the development of a shared sense of “Europeanness” and recognition 
of common interests in a European context which would provide a 
framework for the public debate connecting different national audiences. In 
the case of the media, the Europeanization of national public spheres implies 
that issues of Europe-wide significance are framed in similar ways across 
national media, and that one can observe similar meaning structures and 
interpretative reference points irrespective of the national background or the 
political standpoint of the respective media (Ionescu, 2008). 
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Research studies (Golding et al., 2007) confirm an ongoing process of 
Europeanization of the national public spheres with the media giving more 
attention to European matters and much sounder voice to foreign political 
actors, in addition to the national ones. On the other hand, the EU 
institutions have given more attention in the last 15 years to the 
development and implementation of a new communications policy, focused 
on the possibilities of bringing people closer to the EU. There is also a 
strong stress on better information and transparency, which should create a 
sense of belonging. 

According to some prominent authors and extended research (AIM, 
2007, Ch. 2), a sense of belonging is much more related to the cultural and 
ritual side of communication, namely critical analysis and scrutiny, rather 
than the side of information-transmission, which is sometimes observed at 
the EU institutional level. European integration does not have to be defined 
only at the level of institutions and policies. It must mobilize the collective 
imagination, stimulate the energies for building a strong community. The 
integration will be successful when the European institutions manage to 
generate that sense of belonging that any political community needs in order 
to survive and thrive. 

Creating the collective and individual identity, based on the feeling of 
belonging, implies the dissemination and assimilation by all EU citizens, not 
just a few, of the common values and specific regulations. It is a process 
that cannot be realized automatically and whose coordinates are still 
difficult to define. An essential first step would be to overcome the rhetoric 
of the simple inventory of measures taken by the EU in order to integrate 
and adopt a language about their consequences locally and individually. 
Union leaders should talk about the European idea and the European spirit 
in a way that encourages citizens to think about how they came to be 
together, why they are together, and what they want to do together. 
(Geremek, 2003/2008, p. 7) (our translation). 

 
 
4. A big challenge: The emergence of a European journalism 

 
An EPS must mean much more than merely the reporting of EU 

political or economic issues in the news media. Moreover, a journalistic part 
of an EPS must also include qualitative elements: richness of themes, stories 
and images that are not directly related just to facts coming from the 
political or administrative agenda of the EU. 
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What is the potential of the mass media to generate an EPS? Is there 
(or may be) a common European journalism, therefore specialized in EU 
issues, with a role in coagulating a European identity? 

There are two contradictory tendencies: localism and globalization. 
There are some contradictions between journalists’ national belonging, on 
the one hand, and the supranational topics they are asked to cover and the 
supranational environment within which they operate, on the other. 

It appears that the EU seems to become interesting for the assumed 
audience only in particular conditions, namely when emerging news fits 
general stereotypes about doubtful attitudes about the EU as a democratic 
system, when regular meetings (such as summits) take place where issues 
are framed from a national perspective in a rather ritualistic way, or when 
very critical moments (such as war, a catastrophe of major importance such 
as terrorist attacks, bird flu, etc.) happen underlying European identity. In 
these cases, the European agenda interlinks the system of national news 
agendas. 

Studying the potential of different national journalistic cultures for the 
creation of an EPS and the main obstacles for the media relating to this 
process, R. Kunelius and H. Heikkila (2007) have concluded that the major 
barriers to better communication are based on structural problems. As a 
matter of fact, one of the fundamental ones is the structure of national 
journalism cultures, which determines the demand, the quality, the 
framework, the routines, and interpretation modes concerning the daily 
reporting about European matters. In this way news about Brussels appears 
to be a difficult and complicated process which struggles with new 
(addressing structural changes in the national media) and old (performing a 
role of a watchdog on politics) problems of professional journalism. 

The character of the national EU coverage is largely dependent upon 
local political-economical preconditions for each specific journalistic 
culture. National frameworks dominate, thus trying to favour issues that fit 
national political agendas at home. AIM Research (2007) found that in some 
national contexts, the relationship between politicians and journalists 
covering politics is based on close partnerships and cooperation rather than 
rivalry. In other cultures, this relationship is constructed on mutual 
understanding and respect towards each other’s goals. In some cultures 
media reports critically on politics and plays a watchdog role. While in new 
democracies, such as Romania, the media is defined as practicing a 
consumerist approach towards its audiences, at the same time favouring 
hidden political agendas. 
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Therefore, it is difficult to define the possibilities for Europeanization 
in the journalistic field itself: professional practices, expectations, and 
standards of journalist work. It is also difficult to find out what these 
Europeanized practices, expectations and standards would imply for a 
European integration and a European identity. 

What does journalistic "good practice" mean for the EU? Field studies 
(as AIM) noticed that what is considered to be a "good practice" in a certain 
national journalistic culture is not considered the same in another culture. 
What is "top news" in one culture is not in another. There are no examples 
of "good practice" in selecting and reporting on European themes. When 
asked whether there is a European "model" for journalism, the usual answer 
is "not yet". 

It follows that, in the relationship between the European common 
journalism and the national journalistic cultures, the latter prevail. They are 
not only there, but they are also very powerful. They are still the most 
relevant paradigm for "covering" European issues. In this framework, the 
rules of the process of managing the news regarding the EU are established. 
EU citizens take their information mainly from the media, but they remain 
predominantly organized in national frameworks. National frameworks 
establish the agenda and the working style. 

Thus, it is difficult to make a cultural translation of European 
information. 

From a theoretical perspective, European journalism implies the 
revaluation of the fundamental concept of national journalistic cultures. It 
should be explored how these cultures can interact to generate a common 
European journalism. 

For example, the European identity implies the development of a 
certain sense of "Europeanity" and the recognition of common interests, in a 
European context. In the case of mass media, the "Europeanization" of 
national public spheres would mean that problems with wide European 
significance would be "framed" in similar ways in national environments, in 
similar structures and interpretative schemes, unrelated to the national 
background or with the position of the respective average (Risse, 2003). 
Something which, empirical studies reveal, does not happen. There is a 
strong tendency towards "nationalization" and "localization" of European 
issues. The criterion of national relevance of the news is what ranks first. 
The information is filtered through the grid of national interest. 

The story about the EU, based on transnational coverage, is primarily 
about “desinstitutionalizing” the news about the EU: supplementing the 
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"Brussels" version of Europe with reports on issues from different member 
states. Citizens can thus discover that they have common interests, which 
contributes to the creation of a common European imaginary. 
 
 

Conclusions 
 

European identity should not and cannot be imposed bureaucratically. 
It can be developed by highlighting the benefits of integration, the reasons, 
interests and goals assumed by the European construction. In the 
increasingly globalized public sphere, due to technology, the European 
Public Sphere can be set up through good communication, to which 
journalism can add its contribution. 

European Public Sphere must mean much more than merely the 
publicity provided by the news media for European Union issues. A 
journalistic part of an EPS must also include a rich array of themes, stories 
and images that are not directly related to the political or administrative 
agenda of the EU.  

There is a need for a high quality European journalism, based on the 
reflection about the interaction between people from different states and the 
Europeanization of politics, business, education and culture. 

The Europeanization of journalism does not indicate the giving-up of 
the national framing of the news, because the audience is national. 

There are E-norms, practices, rules, which determine the professional 
routines of journalists to be somewhat transnational. The whole issue is to 
what extent this "trans-nationalisation" of journalistic practices influences 
the coverage of EU issues in national media. 
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