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Policy Background

The rising geopolitical tensions, especially in the US-China relationship, are
fundamentally reshaping international relations (Colibasanu 2020). With the overlapping crises
in the last decade, including the annexation of Crimea in 2014, the COVID-19 pandemic from
2020 to 2023, and the war in Ukraine started in 2022, tell a story of larger structural challenges
in international relations. In this new configuration, technology plays an outstanding role in
shaping the relationships between the main actors in international relations.

The tensions between the US and China have become one of the defining characteristics
of contemporary international relations, affecting all sectors, from economic to military. The
US-China tensions are transforming the technological sector into a site of geoeconomic
contestation. As critical technologies have the potential to tilt the power dynamics, they have
been elevated to the top political priorities globally. They matter for both economic and military
reasons. On the one hand, they hold the promise of economies of scale, potentially ensuring
fast growth. On the other hand, the new technologies are increasingly dual-use, playing an
important role in complementing the performance of military capabilities.

In this context, the EU seeks to defend itself from the negative effects generated by
geopolitical tensions (Weber 2025). The set of extraordinary measures is presented within the
banner of “digital sovereignty” discourse (Adler[INissen and Eggeling 2024). The narrative
provides a framework to express its ambitions of shaping the digital ecosystem according to its
values and interests (Csernatoni 2022). It enables the legitimising mechanisms for a type of
“emergency politics” (White 2019) by legitimising extraordinary measures based on the logic
of necessity in a context of shared threat perceptions (Kriesi 2025; Nicoli et al. 2024;
Schimmelfennig 2024). Unilateral actions from European countries struggle to achieve
effectiveness due to the complexity of the economic and political context. Thus, the rising
external pressures are prompting greater EU-level action at both intergovernmental
(Hammerschmid, Breaugh, and Rackwitz 2024) and supranational levels (Bora and Schramm
2023; Csernatoni 2022). However, the main challenge is that the EU Member States and the
institutions present heterogeneous preferences, making collective action a difficult endeavour
(Rone 2024).

Narratives like “digital sovereignty” act as coalition magnets by bringing together
actors with potentially divergent preferences in support of an extraordinary measure in response

to a shared perception of threat to a joint EU identity (Béland and Cox 2016; Seidl and Schmitz



2024). The Commission has an essential role in shaping this discourse and moving the EU
policy towards activism and pragmatism. The new EU industrial policy provides an
increasingly central role for the Commission in navigating the rising challenges (Haroche
2023). The supranational institution operates to protect and promote the development of the
single market by supporting technological development, brokering industrial cooperation,
reinterpreting the regulation to facilitate state aid, and addressing unfair foreign competition
and influence in the EU. Far from a tendency towards federalism, the new EU industrial policy
strengthens the multi-level governance model by better clarifying the roles and responsibilities
at each cooperation level (Di Carlo and Schmitz 2023).

As a consequence of the geopolitical competition increasingly unfolding in the
technological domain, industrial policy has moved to the forefront of policy debates, including
in the EU context (Schmitz and Seidl 2023; Schneider 2023). In the last decade marked by a
sequence of “polycrisis” (Zeitlin and Nicoli 2021), the EU industrial policy has expanded
beyond purely economic efficiency and productivity, now encompassing strategic aspects, such
as technological sovereignty and maintaining geopolitical relevance (Aggarwal and Reddie
2020; Babi¢, Dixon, and Liu 2022; McNamara 2024; Wigger 2019).

The EU seeks to shield itself from the negative effects of the tense US-China
relationship through industrial policy measures, redefining the role of the public sector in
shaping the markets and technological innovation. Industrial efficiency moved from a focus on
pure economic competitiveness to political objectives, that some scholars label as post-liberal
(Barrinha and Renard 2020; Davies and Gane 2021; McNamara 2024) or “productivism”
(Rodrik 2023). This shift reflects a more fundamental convergence between economic and
security (notably military) considerations, where the ability to control critical technologies
(production capacity, supply chain security, and free from foreign interference) became a

strategic matter for the governments (Haroche 2023).

Academic Context

The policy debates on digital sovereignty have also sparked the attention of the
academic community, which has sought to understand its origins, meaning, and implications
of the concept, particularly in the context of governance and EU policymaking (Adler[/Nissen
and Eggeling 2024; Barrinha and Christou 2022; Couture and Toupin 2019; Pohle, Nanni, and

Santaniello 2024). Scholars have been preoccupied with exploring the origins of digital



sovereignty in the EU policymaking, examining how it evolved as a reaction to technological
development and geopolitical shifts (Haroche 2023; Miller 2022; Monsees and Lambach 2022;
Seidl and Schmitz 2024). While the concept existed in the political realm for decades in
different regions worldwide (Couture and Toupin 2019), “digital sovereignty” has been adopted
in the EU policy context only recently, as a reaction to growing external pressures. The concept
gained scholarly attention as a reaction to the growing “talk” in the policy environment.
Scholars sought to establish ontological understandings of digital sovereignty. They
have repeatedly labelled the concept as “ambiguous” (Palladino 2023) “buzzword” (Bellanova,
Carrapico, and Duez 2022). Most of the recent research has been focused on discourses and
policy measures in various European regions and countries. The European Union and its
Member States have been the subject of significant scholarly interest (Adler[JNissen and
Eggeling 2024; Carver 2024; Floridi 2020; Monsees and Lambach 2022; Pizzul and Veneziano
2024). The main reason for this attention is the prominent use of the “digital sovereignty”
concept in the political discourses, particularly the flexibility of employing it in practice (Pohle

et al. 2024).

Research Gaps

Despite this growing attention to deconstruct the meaning of the concept, there are still
gaps in understanding the digital sovereignty terminology (Perarnaud and Rossi 2024; Roberts
2024). Its inherent ambiguity and a growing politicisation of the digital policies continue to
increase the complexity of this narrative. And with each study deconstructing the extent of the
conceptual depth, more puzzles are discovered on the conceptual stretch, particularly in the EU
policy context (Barrinha and Christou 2022; Broeders, Cristiano, and Kaminska 2023).

A large body of literature on digital sovereignty is concerned with the effects of digital
sovereignty and shaping the policy change and institutional reform in the EU. Julia Carver
(2024) identified several drivers that potentially shape the evolution of the digital sovereignty
discourse in the EU, including geopolitical pressures, shifts in the EU governance suitability to
the redefined context, legitimacy, and personal ambitions of the political leaders (Carver
2024). Carver suggested that future research could test the causality of these drivers. While the
EU digital sovereignty discourse promotes an idea of EU-level action, the preferences across
the EU are heterogeneous. Julia Rone (2024) proposed that we should focus on the process of

national preference formation.



With most of the literature on digital sovereignty focusing on the discursive practice,
there is a growing consensus on the need to clarify the dynamics that are shaping the debate,
as well as positioning the importance of the discourse in shaping the relationships in digital
governance in the EU and at the global level (Pohle et al. 2024). Several scholars call for more
research attention to the coalitional potential of digital sovereignty discourse (Heermann 2024;
Lambach and Oppermann 2022; Perarnaud and Rossi 2024; Wenzelburger and Konig 2024).

The concept of “digital sovereignty” is a process or a discursive practice which provide
the EU policymakers with the framework to shape the worldviews. Thus, more research should
extend attention to the normative dimension of digital sovereignty, shifting beyond traditional
conceptions of governance (Coman, Crespy, and Schmidt 2020; Fabbrini 2024). Digital
sovereignty rhetoric reflects a shift from the conception of monopoly over the coercive power
to a notion of governance (Fabbrini 2024; Frunzeti and Achimescu 2019). This raises questions
about the long-term effects of this discourse, particularly on the role of the Commission in
shaping the policy change and institutional reform (McNamara 2024).

The technological development and the shifting geopolitical relations transform the
notion of “national sovereignty”. The growing challenges create a “sovereignty gap” (Kello
2017) or the “sovereignty games” (Adler-Nissen and Gammeltoft-Hansen 2008). There is a
need to further explore the avenues of how state and non-state actors interact in new
cooperative and competitive engagements (Costea 2023; Srivastava and Bullock 2024).

With the overlapping crises in the previous decade, there are questions regarding how
they have produced policy changes and institutional reform in the EU (Borzel 2023; Bulmer
and Joseph 2016; Coman et al. 2020; Kriesi 2025). More precisely, there are questions
regarding the source of pressures for change, whether from the national level or rather a result
of the lobbying process at the EU level (Heermann 2024; Schramm, Krotz, and De Witte
2022). This inquiry expands to analyse power dynamics in EU policymaking in the changing
security landscape (Bora and Schramm 2023). It also calls to the need to understand the
dynamics of new market-making and its impact on EU integration (Seidl and Schmitz 2024).

EU industrial policy has been the subject of many recent research articles, inquiring
into the ideational shift towards “post-neoliberal” politics (Davies and Gane 2021; McNamara
2024; Seidl and Schmitz 2024; Wigger 2019). Kathleen R. McNamara (2024) published an
article presenting various approaches for the future avenues of research on the new EU
industrial policy, including the EU policymaking with the shift away from neoliberal

attachments, politicisation, democratic legitimation, and the approach to geopolitical changes.



There is a need for further inquiries into the effect of a shift to market-making strategies on the

EU’s external engagement (Bauerle Danzman and Meunier 2024; Farrell and Newman 2021).

Research Design

This thesis aims to clarify the role of digital sovereignty discourse in the EU
policymaking in a context of growing geopolitical challenges. More precisely, it seeks to
answer the following research question: How did the evolving European norms and identities
influenced the European Commission’s approach to EU industrial policy change and
institutional reform in response to shifting geopolitical dynamics between 2014 and 2024?

The secondary research questions are the following:

«  What was the role of digital sovereignty discourse in shifting EU industrial policy

from a normative to a geopolitical focus?

»  Which actor was the most influential in shaping the EU industrial policy agenda in

the digital area?

As the digital sovereignty discourse shapes the ideational imaginaries of desired futures,
this thesis provides a deeper attention to the changing norms and collective identities within
the EU. Digital sovereignty rhetoric is shaping a new idea of the EU identity, shifting from a
normative market regulator to a strategic geopolitical actor. This discursive shift suggests more
profound transformations in the EU’s institutional structure and normative orientation. Central
to this phenomenon is the role of external pressures, particularly the growing geopolitical
tensions between the US and China, which this thesis demonstrates is among the most
important drivers of EU integration in the last five years.

This thesis contributes to the European integration studies debates on the Commission’s
evolving role in policymaking, the shifts in ideational values that form the new EU industrial
policy (Haroche 2023; McNamara 2024; Monsees and Lambach 2022; Seidl and Schmitz 2024;
Wenzelburger and Konig 2024). It also builds on constructivist debates to understanding how
ideas, norms, and identities shape policy change and institutional reform (Barrinha and
Christou 2022; Béland and Cox 2016; Bellanova et al. 2022; Csernatoni 2022; Martins and
Mawdsley 2021; Schmidt 2010). Moreover, the analysis builds on the thesis of EU integration
in times of crises (Kriesi 2025; Schimmelfennig 2024). The analysis builds on the assumption
that the digital sovereignty discourse is EU’s response to growing threat perceptions from an

uncertain international environment, particularly during the first von der Leyen Commission



(2019-2024). This thesis answers the research gaps on the process of legitimisation of
interventionist EU industrial policy measures from the approach of “politics of last resort”

(White 2019).

Table 1 Overview of the Research Design

Research design Description
component
Research questions Main research question: How did the shifting European norms and identities

influenced the European Commission’s approach to EU industrial policy change
and institutional reform in response to shifting geopolitical dynamics between
2014 and 2024?
The secondary research questions:
*  What was the role of digital sovereignty discourse in shifting EU industrial
policy from a normative to a geopolitical focus?
*  Which actor was the most influential in shaping the EU industrial policy

agenda in the digital area?

Assumptions * The convergence of crises in the past decade have pushed for more EU-
level action based on the logic of efficiency. The incremental delegation of
tasks at the supranational levels to address individual challenges have
cumulative effects and set precedents for further delegation of authority.

* Digital sovereignty has the quality of “rhetorical entrapment”, facilitating
consensus and coalition building. The narrative shapes a sense of collective
identity under the threat of existential pressures, delegitimising partisan
politics. This explains the aggregation of preferences on sensitive topics,
such as industrial policy.

*  The lack of conceptual standardisation of the digital sovereignty rhetoric
reflect a deliberate policy decision allowing the audience to interpret the
discourse and project their interests.

* The rising geopolitical tensions between the US and China are among the
most important drivers that shifted the EU’s identity from a norm setter to a
geopolitical actor.

*  The resort to weaponisation of dependencies as a frequent practice in trade
war between the US and China (after 2018) turned the EU industrial policy

more assertive, legitimising more state intervention in shaping the market.

Theoretical framework | Discursive institutionalism; Neo-functionalism

Case study EU industrial policy in critical technologies (artificial intelligence,

semiconductors, and 5G)

Timeframe 2014 - 2024




Data Official EU documents; Interviews with policy experts

Research methods Interpretative approach and abductive reasoning;
Qualitative document analysis and Qualitative discourse analysis;

Discursive institutionalism: discourse network analysis

(Source: Author's elaboration)

Table 2 Thesis Theoretical Framework

Theoretical Theoretical choice to Indicators
component explain EU policymaking
Analytic Discursive Discursive institutionalism: how the Commission constructs,
framework institutionalism; communicates, and legitimises policy ideas
Neofunctionalism Neofunctionalism: how past institutional arrangements, policy

decisions, and crisis responses shape the development of digital
sovereignty policies (policy continuity and change)

Empirical European Commission How the Commission legitimises its role in shaping digital
object of sovereignty
study The policymaking dynamics between the Commission and the

Member States, as well as the legitimacy of the Commission in
the role of coordinator reflected in the Member States’
preferences alignement.

Theoretical In control via dominant The digital sovereignty principles reflected in communications
argument ideas, deliberation, and and the transformation of ideas across time reflecting the
institutional means prevailing perspectives. The role of ideas in driving policy

change and EU integration. Involves the use of both
quantifiable and unquantifiable indicators.

Bases of Ideational (symbolic) and | The strategic use of discourse and legislative powers of the
power institutional (pragmatic) Commission to expand its competences.

EU Cerisis Politicisation and Urgency discourses and conceptual entrapment driving
policymaking | emergency politics integration based on necessity and logic of efficiency. Strategic
(2014-2024) use of positive politicisation mechanisms (ideational and

identitarian alignment), driving integration and providing
legitimacy for EU policymaking.

(Source: Author’s elaboration)

Academic contributions

This thesis makes several contributions to the literature. Firstly, the EU’s adoption of a
strategy towards autonomy is a response to the negative effects of its growing dependencies on
strategic technologies. The shift towards autonomy reflects a defensive posture and the
proactive attempt to reclaim technological control (Csernatoni 2022; Fratini 2024; Haroche
2024). This dependency not only reflects economic concerns. The critical dependency and
vulnerability to supply chain disruptions also inhibit the EU’s ability to act independently in
the context of contestation of international relations and weaponisation of dependencies
(Aggarwal and Reddie 2020; Farrell and Newman 2021). As such, critical technologies are a

vivid example of convergence between economic and military issues (Bega 2023; Munteanu



2024). The shift towards more assertive industrial policy reflects a more profound ideational
change in the EU policymaking. The bloc is moving from its traditional neoliberal attachments
towards a more pragmatic model that enhances state intervention based on the logic of
necessity to secure long-term resilience (Davies and Gane 2021; McNamara 2024; Wigger
2019). As such, the new strategy is not about isolationism or protectionism. Instead, it is about
setting conditions for interdependence on the EU’s terms (Lavery 2024; Pickel 2022).

Secondly, this thesis examines the “digital sovereignty” phenomenon as it unfolds in
practice. The concept is challenging the traditional framing of “sovereignty” rooted in the
state’s monopoly over coercive power. Digital sovereignty represents a reconceptualization of
the traditional ‘“sovereign” idea, moving towards a governance approach, focusing on
regulation and policy enforcement (Carstensen and Schmidt 2024; Dehousse 2016; Fabbrini
2024). Rather than conflicting with ideas of national sovereignty of the EU member states, the
governance model within digital sovereignty reveals a complementary and layered framework.
As such, digital sovereignty aligns with the post-traditional conception of governance, which
is defined by the ability to shape rules, protect values, and safeguard interests in a rapidly
developing digital landscape rather than exclusive control of a sovereign. The concept’s
inherent confusion is a feature that legitimises authority in the digital age by allowing the
audience to project their expectations and interests, involuntarily contributing to an incomplete
framework of ideas (Pascu and Chiriac 2021; Winkler 2023). By approaching sovereignty from
this perspective, this thesis reconciles the conceptual ambiguity surrounding the concept of
digital sovereignty. Its inherent confusion is a feature that legitimises authority in the digital
age by allowing various actors to project their expectations and interests, involuntarily
contributing to an incomplete framework of ideas.

Thirdly, adoption of digital sovereignty discourse has profound implications, shaping
the EU’s internal governance and foreign affairs approach. There are long-term consequences
of declaring and institutionalising practices in digital sovereignty, particularly adopting a
leader’s identity in geopolitical engagements (Haroche 2023). It marks a shift in identity from
a norm setter to a geopolitical actor that seeks to assert this position of a global technological
leader. It also seeks to become an international reference for an ethical mode of technological
governance, rooted in fundamental human rights and democratic rights. Therefore, this study
shows that digital sovereignty rhetoric is not only about understanding the role of the EU as a
norm setter. It also involves a shift in the governance and power dynamics in a renewed context

of contestation and technological disruption.



Fourthly, this thesis shows a tendency towards supranationalism in contexts of crises.
Moreover, the Commission’s agenda-setting powers allowed to shape the discourse, succeeding
to expand its role in providing a response to the growing challenges. The Member States
entrusted the supranational institutions for several reasons, including its ability of ensuring
long-term political commitments and for the geopolitical weight of a coordinated EU response.
Instead of simply engaging in a quest to expand its own power, the Commission strategically
tackles crises by setting precedents. It enhances efficiency by resolving collective action
problems, which increases its legitimacy as a trusted coordinator for EU-level action (Dehousse
2016; Epstein and Rhodes 2016).

This is also connected with another contribution related to the study of the preference
aggregation in times of crises (Kriesi 2025; Zeitlin and Nicoli 2021). The external pressures
and the rhetorical entrapment of digital sovereignty facilitated consensus and coalition building
(Béland and Cox 2016). Member States acknowledged that coordinating through the
Commission, even when preferences were imperfectly aggregated, had the more potent effect
in achieving strategic goals (Grande et al. 2016; Juncos and Vanhoonacker 2024).

Finally, this thesis reconciles the contradictions inherent to the EU discourse, which
merges calls for autonomy and multilateralism (Balfour and Ulgen 2024; Grabbe and
Zettelmeyer 2025). It shows that the EU’s agency against growing international tensions is
justified on security imperatives while keeping open the cooperative frameworks that

traditionally characterised the EU’s role in global governance, where interests allowed that.

Thesis Roadmap

This thesis is structured as follows. The first part sets the stage by critically engaging
with the literature on digital sovereignty and its practical uses in contexts of crises and strategic
competition between 2014 and 2024. The first chapter outlines the genealogy of the concept
against the backdrop of emerging geopolitical tensions and defines its application within the
context of EU policymaking. It seeks to structure the meanings of “digital sovereignty” as used
in certain EU policy contexts to inform the process of identification in the subsequent analysis.
It starts with an inquiry into the traditional concept of sovereignty and its contestability, looking
at the main principles that underpin this idea. The aim of this analysis is to later understand the
extension of traditional sovereignty in the digital context. I argue that it is difficult to explain

the digital sovereignty phenomenon from the perspective of classic theories on sovereignty.



While some scholars tried to force a definition of the role of the state in this new context, the
technological realities complicate this endeavour. For this reason, I argue that the post-
traditional approach could account for the main aspects of the concept of “digital sovereignty”.
This understanding contextualises the state authority in a broader and more complex context
marked by a “sovereignty gap”, where the state increasingly shares its core prerogatives with
private companies. In the EU context, the digital sovereignty discourse has two main functions.
On the one hand, the performative nature of the concept legitimises public sector proactive
measures (or even interventionist) political and legislative action in the digital area to address
the perceived challenges. On the other hand, the normative role of the discourse is shaping
meanings in the digital realm by projecting idealised identities and institutional constructs that
abide by certain moral standards.

The second chapter deconstructs the international relations dynamics by engaging
with scholarly interpretations of the concept “strategic confrontation” and the emerging debates
on the “new cold war”. The chapter presents these geopolitical narratives to inform the
subsequent study by contextualising the emergence and the role of digital sovereignty.
Particularly, the analysis of international relations dynamics will provide a basis to understand
how the conflictual discourse between the US and China between 2014 and 2024, as well as
the growing tensions globally, shape the EU’s evolving identity and perception of external
threats. Having a clearer overview of the structural factors that underpin the broader context
will facilitate the understanding of the factors that favoured the emergence of digital
sovereignty discourse and the mechanisms that shaped its meanings.

The third chapter explores the ideational dynamics of the EU industrial policy. This
mapping will serve in the subsequent historical analysis of the EU industrial policy. It clarifies
the ideational dynamics underpinning the EU’s economic governance. The main ideational
values that are developed in this chapter are Keynesianism, neoliberalism, and post-
neoliberalism. Instead of engaging in a discussion on economic ideology, the chapter aims to
define the interpretations I will use throughout the thesis. The objective is to provide a nuanced
understanding of the EU’s evolving phases and demonstrate the unique character of the new
EU industrial policy.

The fourth chapter turns to the main European integration theories to identify a
theoretical approach to explain the role of digital sovereignty discourse in EU policy change
and institutional reform. Neofunctionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism offer specific
insights into how discourse translates into concrete policy shifts by focusing on the mechanisms

of change and power distribution among actors. While neofunctionalism explains the role of



digital sovereignty narrative in terms of institutional pressures to adopt a collective action to
the rising challenges, liberal intergovernmentalism posits that the adoption of the digital
sovereignty framework is a result of a deliberative process that shaped the outcomes based on
strategic interests. Discursive institutionalism provides a third approach to understanding
European integration that goes beyond the dyadic relationship between supranational and
intergovernmental in understanding EU governance. It explains how digital sovereignty is
framed by policymakers, legitimised through public debates, and institutionalised into
organisational and legislative structures. Finally, this chapter presents the theoretical
framework to understand the EU’s actorness in a crisis context. I present my assumption that
the “polycrisis” is a catalyst for the centralisation of EU governance.

The final chapter in the first part of the thesis summarises my theoretical choices that
I employ in the analysis. I argue that classic theories tend to overemphasise this power struggle,
whereas contemporary frameworks, like Schmidt’s discursive institutionalism explanation on
ideational power and deliberation, lack analytical depth. Understanding the role of digital
sovereignty rhetoric in EU policymaking requires a theoretical approach that allows for the
capture of the complexity of the phenomenon. I chose discursive institutionalism to identify
the ideational evolution in the EU shaping its industrial policy approach. Additionally, I also
chose to adopt the neofunctionalist framework to demonstrate the role of this narrative in
driving more EU-level action, including by expanding the supranational competencies.

The second part outlines the methodological approach employed in this thesis. It
develops the arguments for choosing this specific methodological toolkit for the research
question. The chapter on the research design presents the main choices that will guide the
analysis. It starts with deconstructing the research question and presents the rationale for the
theoretical framework choice. The period of analysis is in the Jean-Claude Junker Commission
and the first Ursula von der Leyen Commission (2014-2024). 1 have chosen to focus the
analysis on this period because it is marked by a so-called “polycrisis” creating the conditions
for “crisis policymaking”. As I contend that the digital sovereignty discourse is a debate
revolving around supranationalism, I have chosen the Commission as the main actor in the
focus of the analysis. Understanding the impact of the digital sovereignty discourse in the EU
policymaking process requires an interpretative approach in the analysis. Moreover, as my
research experience demonstrated the difficulty of adopting a linear interpretive reasoning
logic, I have chosen an abduction reasoning by constantly moving between theory and

empirical data.



Based on a set of assumptions developed in the process of literature review, I have
developed a strategy for data collection to feed the interpretive analysis. This thesis draws on
data from official EU documents and interviews with policy practitioners. To analyse the data,
I have used the discursive institutionalism methodology to differentiate between the substantive
content and the interactive dimensions of the discourse (Schmidt 2010). I have also used the
discourse network analysis (DNA) to trace the EU industrial policy change and institutional
reform and to support the analysis of agency in this process. The combination of these two
analytical approaches allows for the accounting of the ideational and the institutional impact
of digital sovereignty.

The third part of this thesis explores the geopolitical tensions between the US and
China, driving a more assertive industrial policy in the EU. The aim of the first chapter is to
present the dominant perspectives on the US-China relationship between 2014 and 2024, with
a focus on the technology sector. To have a good contextualisation for the analysis in the
subsequent chapters, this analysis presents both the academic and policy perspectives on this
phenomenon. Although the analytical framework of this thesis is grounded in constructivism,
looking at the international context from a realist perspective helps contextualise the emergence
of digital sovereignty discourse in the EU. This combined approach allowed for a complex
understanding of the international context in the last decade by presenting complementary
perspectives from the realist and constructivist thought. It allows for a more nuanced
understanding by clarifying the material context in which the ideational transformations unfold.

The second chapter of this part explores in greater detail the political effects of the
geopolitical shifts on the EU policy and institutional structure. It explores the emergence of
digital sovereignty discourse within the broader international context. I deconstruct the
discourses provided by the EU policymakers at the EU and national levels on digital
sovereignty to clarify the main objectives and the means to achieve the EU’s geopolitical
ambitions. I show that digital sovereignty discourse has a rhetorical entrapment power that
generates consensus and coalition building, including on issues of heterogeneous preferences.

The final part of this thesis explores the dynamics of the EU industrial policy from a
policy discourse point of view. It starts with a first chapter tracing the EU industrial policy’s
ideational evolution from the period after the Second World War to the Juncker Commission
(2014-2019). The analysis shows that Europe has previously gone through two ideational
phases of industrial policy. The first was inspired by the Keynesian beliefs of public
interventions for social and economic growth objectives. The 1980s represented a paradigm

shift with the adoption of neoliberal principles rooted in ideas of the free market and



competition. The chapter concludes that Juncker’s 2018 State of the Union Address marked a
turning point in EU industrial policy, particularly regarding political declarations and public
sector commitments for industrial development for strategic technologies.

The second chapter traces the policy goals in the new EU industrial policy after the
Juncker speech. The digital sovereignty discourse reflects a transformation of the EU’s
industrial policy. The three main principles on which the new EU industrial policy rests are the
ambitions for technological competitiveness, resilience, and aspirational goals. The aim of this
analysis is to demonstrate the role of digital sovereignty discourse in shaping the new EU
industrial policy.

The final chapter of this thesis summarises the shifts in the EU industrial policy during
the first von der Leyen Commission (2019-2024), marked by rising geopolitical pressures. The
aim of the analysis is to show how the framing of threats and vulnerabilities in the digital
sovereignty discourse promotes a fertile environment for “politics of last resort”, legitimising
institutional and policy shifts. These factors lead to a consolidation of a unitary EU identity
capable of formulating effective solutions. The chapter demonstrates that security issues
generated support for EU-level action, including delegating tasks to the supranational

institutions.

Bibliography

1. Adler[JNissen, Rebecca, and Kristin Anabel Eggeling. 2024. ‘The Discursive Struggle for Digital
Sovereignty: Security, Economy, Rights and the Cloud Project Gaial1X’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market
Studies jems.13594. doi: 10.1111/jecms.13594.

2. Adler-Nissen, Rebecca, and Thomas Gammeltoft-Hansen, eds. 2008. Sovereignty Games:
Instrumentalizing State Sovereignty in Europe and Beyond. 1st ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

3. Aggarwal, Vinod K., and Andrew W. Reddie. 2020. ‘New Economic Statecraft: Industrial Policy in an
Era of Strategic Competition’. Issues & Studies 56(02). doi: 10.1142/S1013251120400068.

4. Babi¢, Milan, Adam D. Dixon, and Imogen T. Liu, eds. 2022. The Political Economy of
Geoeconomics: Europe in a Changing World. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

5. Balfour, Rosa, and Sinan Ulgen, eds. 2024. Geopolitics and Economic Statecrafi in the European
Union. Washington, Brussels: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.

6. Barrinha, André, and G. Christou. 2022. ‘Speaking Sovereignty: The EU in the Cyber Domain’.
European Security 31(3):356-76. doi: 10.1080/09662839.2022.2102895.

7. Barrinha, André, and Thomas Renard. 2020. ‘Power and Diplomacy in the Post-Liberal Cyberspace’.
International Affairs 96(3):749—66. doi: 10.1093/ia/iiz274.

8. Bauerle Danzman, Sarah, and Sophie Meunier. 2024. ‘The EU’s Geoeconomic Turn: From Policy
Laggard to Institutional Innovator’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 62(4):1097-1115. doi:
10.1111/jcms.13599.

9. Bega, Maria. 2023. ‘The New Arms Race Between China and the US: A Comparative Analysis of Al-
Powered Military and Economic Pursuits’. EUROPOLITY Continuity and Change in European Governance
17(2). doi: 10.25019/europolity.2023.17.2.3.



10. Béland, Daniel, and Robert Henry Cox. 2016. ‘Ideas as Coalition Magnets: Coalition Building, Policy
Entrepreneurs, and Power Relations’. Journal of European Public Policy 23(3):428-45. doi:
10.1080/13501763.2015.1115533.

11. Bellanova, Rocco, Helena Carrapico, and Denis Duez. 2022. ‘Digital/Sovereignty and European Security
Integration: An Introduction’. European Security 31(3):337-55. doi: 10.1080/09662839.2022.2101887.

12. Bora, Salih Isik, and Lucas Schramm. 2023. ‘Toward a More “Sovereign” Europe? Domestic, Bilateral,
and European Factors to Explain France’s (Growing) Influence on EU Politics, 2017-2022°. French Politics
21(1):3-24. doi: 10.1057/s41253-022-00203-y.

13. Borzel, Tanja A. 2023. ‘European Integration and the War in Ukraine: Just Another Crisis?” JCMS:
Journal of Common Market Studies 61(S1):14-30. doi: 10.1111/jems.13550.

14. Broeders, Dennis, Fabio Cristiano, and Monica Kaminska. 2023. ‘In Search of Digital Sovereignty and
Strategic Autonomy: Normative Power Europe to the Test of Its Geopolitical Ambitions’. JCMS.: Journal of
Common Market Studies jcms.13462. doi: 10.1111/jcms.13462.

15. Bulmer, Simon, and Jonathan Joseph. 2016. ‘European Integration in Crisis? Of Supranational
Integration, Hegemonic Projects and Domestic Politics’. European Journal of International Relations 22(4):725—
48. doi: 10.1177/1354066115612558.

16. Carstensen, Martin B., and Vivien A. Schmidt. 2024. ‘Ideational Robustness of Economic Ideas in
Action: The Case of European Union Economic Governance through a Decade of Crisis’. Policy and Society
puae011. doi: 10.1093/polsoc/puac011.

17. Carver, Julia. 2024. ‘More Bark than Bite? European Digital Sovereignty Discourse and Changes to the
European Union’s External Relations Policy’. Journal of European Public Policy 1-37. doi:
10.1080/13501763.2023.2295523.

18. Colibasanu, Antonia. 2020. Geopolitica si geoeconomie contemporand: cum se schimba harta lumii.
Bucuresti: Tritonic.

19. Coman, Ramona, Amandine Crespy, and Vivien Schmidt, eds. 2020. Governance and Politics in the
Post-Crisis European Union. 1st ed. Cambridge University Press.

20. Costea, Ana Maria. 2023. ‘Private-Public Partnerships in Cyber Space as Deterrence Tools. The Trans-
Atlantic View’. EUROPOLITY Continuity and Change in European Governance 17(2). doi:
10.25019/europolity.2023.17.2.4.

21. Couture, Stephane, and Sophie Toupin. 2019. “What Does the Notion of “Sovereignty” Mean When
Referring to the Digital?” New Media & Society 21(10):2305-22. doi: 10.1177/1461444819865984.

22. Csernatoni, Raluca. 2022. ‘The EU’s Hegemonic Imaginaries: From European Strategic Autonomy in
Defence to Technological Sovereignty’. European Security 31(3):395414. doi:
10.1080/09662839.2022.2103370.

23. Davies, William, and Nicholas Gane. 2021. ‘Post-Neoliberalism? An Introduction’. Theory, Culture &
Society 38(6):3-28. doi: 10.1177/02632764211036722.

24. Dehousse, Renaud. 2016. “Why Has EU Macroeconomic Governance Become More Supranational?’
Journal of European Integration 38(5):617-31. doi: 10.1080/07036337.2016.1180826.

25. Di Carlo, Donato, and Luuk Schmitz. 2023. ‘Europe First? The Rise of EU Industrial Policy Promoting
and Protecting the Single Market’. Journal of European  Public  Policy 1-34. doi:
10.1080/13501763.2023.2202684.

26. Epstein, Rachel A., and Martin Rhodes. 2016. ‘The Political Dynamics behind Europe’s New Banking
Union’. West European Politics 39(3):415-37. doi: 10.1080/01402382.2016.1143238.

27. Fabbrini, Sergio. 2024. A Federalist Alternative for European Governance: The European Union in Hard
Times. 1st ed. Cambridge University Press.

28. Farrell, Henry, and Abraham Newman. 2021. ‘Weaponized Interdependence: How Global Economic
Networks Shape State Coercion’. Pp. 42—79 in The uses and abuses of weaponized interdependence, edited by D.
W. Drezner, H. Farrell, and A. Newman. Washington: Brookings Institution Press.

29. Floridi, Luciano. 2020. ‘The Fight for Digital Sovereignty: What It Is, and Why It Matters, Especially
for the EU’. Philosophy & Technology 33(3):369-78. doi: 10.1007/s13347-020-00423-6.

30. Fratini, Samuele. 2024. ‘How to Implement Digital Sovereignty? By Samuele Fratini’.

31. Frunzeti, Teodor, and Lisa-Maria Achimescu. 2019. ‘Institutionalism, Neo-Institutionalism and
Knowledge in International Regimes and Social Sciences’. Pp. 11-23 in The 11h International Conference
“Knowledge Management — Project, Systems and Technologies”, edited by T. Plesanu, C. Bodea, and D. Ghiba.

32. Grabbe, Heather, and Jeromin Zettelmeyer. 2025. ‘Not yet Trump-Proof: An Evaluation of the European
Commission’s Emerging Policy Platform’. Bruegel (3).

33. Grande, Edgar, Swen Hutter, Alena Kerscher, and Regina Becker. 2016. ‘Framing Europe: Are Cultural-
Identitarian Frames Driving Politicisation?’ Pp. 181-206 in Politicising Europe, edited by S. Hutter, E. Grande,
and H. Kriesi. Cambridge University Press.



34, Hammerschmid, Gerhard, Jessica Breaugh, and Maike Rackwitz. 2024. ‘Intergovernmental
Collaboration in the Context of Digital Transformation: State-of-the-Art and Theoretical Notions’. Pp. 31-51 in
Collaborating for Digital Transformation, edited by K. Verhoest, G. Hammerschmid, L. H. Rykkja, and E. H.
Klijn. Edward Elgar Publishing.

35. Haroche, Pierre. 2023. ‘A “Geopolitical Commission”: Supranationalism Meets Global Power
Competition’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 61(4):970-87. doi: 10.1111/jems.13440.

36. Haroche, Pierre. 2024. ‘Geoeconomic Power Europe: When Global Power Competition Drives EU
Integration’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 62(4):938-54. doi: 10.1111/jcms.13596.

37. Heermann, Max. 2024. ‘Undermining Lobbying Coalitions: The Interest Group Politics of EU Copyright
Reform’. Journal of European Public Policy 31(8):2287-2315. doi: 10.1080/13501763.2023.2249948.

38. Juncos, Ana E., and Sophie Vanhoonacker. 2024. ‘The Ideational Power of Strategic Autonomy in EU
Security and External Economic Policies’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies jcms.13597. doi:
10.1111/jems.13597.

39. Kello, Lucas. 2017. The Virtual Weapon and International Order. New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press.

40. Kiriesi, Hanspeter. 2025. Crisis Policymaking in the EU: The COVID-19 Crisis and the Refugee Crisis
2015-16 Compared. 1st ed. Cambridge University Press.

41. Lambach, Daniel, and Kai Oppermann. 2022. ‘Narratives of Digital Sovereignty in German Political
Discourse’. Governance. doi: 10.1111/gove.12690.

42. Lavery, Scott. 2024. ‘Rebuilding the Fortress? Europe in a Changing World Economy’. Review of
International Political Economy 31(1):330-53. doi: 10.1080/09692290.2023.2211281.

43. Martins, Bruno Oliveira, and Jocelyn Mawdsley. 2021. ‘Sociotechnical Imaginaries of EU Defence: The
Past and the Future in the European Defence Fund’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 59(6):1458—74.
doi: 10.1111/jems.13197.

44. McNamara, Kathleen R. 2024. ‘Transforming Europe? The EU’s Industrial Policy and Geopolitical
Turn’. Journal of European Public Policy 31(9):2371-96. doi: 10.1080/13501763.2023.2230247.

45. Miller, Chris. 2022. Chip War: The Fight for the Worlds Most Critical Technology. New York:
Scribner.

46. Monsees, Linda, and Daniel Lambach. 2022. ‘Digital Sovereignty, Geopolitical Imaginaries, and the
Reproduction of European Identity’. European Security 31(3):377-94. doi: 10.1080/09662839.2022.2101883.

47. Munteanu, Bogdan. 2024. ‘The Policies of the Green Industrial Transition from Geopolitical Viewpoints
and Their Potential Implications for Geoeconomic Fragmentation. A Comparative Approach of EU, USA, and
China’. Romanian Journal of European Affairs. doi: 10.2139/ssrn.4874381.

48. Nicoli, Francesco, David Van Der Duin, Roel Beetsma, Bjorn Bremer, Brian Burgoon, Theresa Kuhn,
Maurits J. Meijers, and Anniek De Ruijter. 2024. ‘Closer during Crises? European Identity during the COVID-19
Pandemic and the Russian Invasion of Ukraine’. Journal of European Public Policy 31(10):3066-92. doi:
10.1080/13501763.2024.2319346.

49. Palladino, Nicola. 2023. ‘The Ambiguity of Digital Sovereignty between Territorialization of the
Cyberspace, Extraterritorial Claims and Digital Rights: Analysing Data Transfer Policies in EU, US and China’.
Giganet Annual Symposium (Conference paper).

50. Pascu, loan Mircea, and Olga R. Chiriac. 2021. ‘On EU Strategic Autonomy: EU-NATO-US Cooperation
in an Era of Renewed Great Power Competition’. Europolity 15(1).

51. Perarnaud, Clement, and Julien Rossi. 2024. ‘The EU and Internet Standards — Beyond the Spin, a
Strategic Turn?’ Journal of European Public Policy 31(8):2175-99. doi: 10.1080/13501763.2023.2251036.

52. Pickel, Andreas. 2022. ‘Introduction’. in Handbook of economic nationalism, edited by A. Pickel.
Cheltenham, UK ; Northampton, MA, USA: Edward Elgar Publishing.

53. Pizzul, Dario, and Michele Veneziano. 2024. ‘Digital Sovereignty or Sovereignism? Investigating the
Political Discourse on Digital Contact Tracing Apps in France’. Information, Communication & Society
27(5):1008-24. doi: 10.1080/1369118X.2023.2232840.

54. Pohle, Julia, Riccardo Nanni, and Mauro Santaniello. 2024. ‘Unthinking Digital Sovereignty: A Critical
Reflection on Origins, Objectives, and Practices’. Policy & Internet 16(4):666—71. doi: 10.1002/poi3.437.

55. Roberts, Huw. 2024. ‘Digital Sovereignty and Artificial Intelligence: A Normative Approach’. Ethics and
Information Technology 26(4):70. doi: 10.1007/s10676-024-09810-5.

56. Rodrik, Dani. 2023. ‘On Productivism’. London.

57. Rone, Julia. 2024. ““The Sovereign Cloud” in Europe: Diverging Nation State Preferences and Disputed
Institutional Competences in the Context of Limited Technological Capabilities’. Journal of European Public
Policy 1-27. doi: 10.1080/13501763.2024.2348618.

58. Schimmelfennig, Frank. 2024. ‘Crisis and Polity Formation in the European Union’. Journal of
European Public Policy 31(10):3396-3420. doi: 10.1080/13501763.2024.2313107.



59. Schmidt, Vivien. 2010. ‘Taking Ideas and Discourse Seriously: Explaining Change through Discursive
Institutionalism as the Fourth ‘“New Institutionalism’’. FEuropean Political Science Review 2(01). doi:
10.1017/S175577390999021X.

60. Schmitz, Luuk, and Timo Seidl. 2023. ‘As Open as Possible, as Autonomous as Necessary:
Understanding the Rise of Open Strategic Autonomy in EU Trade Policy’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market
Studies 61(3):834-52. doi: 10.1111/jcms.13428.

61. Schneider, Etienne. 2023. ‘Germany’s Industrial Strategy 2030, EU Competition Policy and the Crisis of
New Constitutionalism. (Geo-)Political Economy of a Contested Paradigm Shift’. New Political Economy
28(2):241-58. doi: 10.1080/13563467.2022.2091535.

62. Schramm, Lucas, Ulrich Krotz, and Bruno De Witte. 2022. ‘Building ‘“Next Generation” after the
Pandemic: The Implementation and Implications of the EU Covid Recovery Plan’. JCMS: Journal of Common
Market Studies 60(S1):114-24. doi: 10.1111/jems.13375.

63. Seidl, Timo, and Luuk Schmitz. 2024. ‘Moving on to Not Fall behind? Technological Sovereignty and
the “Geo-Dirigiste” Turn in EU Industrial Policy’. Journal of European Public Policy 31(8):2147-74. doi:
10.1080/13501763.2023.2248204.

64. Srivastava, Swati, and Justin Bullock. 2024. ‘Al, Global Governance, and Digital Sovereignty’.

65. Weber, Gesine. 2025. ‘Europe’s Transatlantic China Challenge’. European View.

66. Wenzelburger, Georg, and Pascal D. Konig. 2024. ‘Sending Signals or Building Bridges? Digital
Sovereignty in EU Communicative and Col[1Ordinative Discourse’. JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies
jems.13638. doi: 10.1111/jcms.13638.

67. White, Jonathan. 2019. Politics of Last Resort: Governing by Emergency in the European Union. 1st ed.
Oxford University PressOxford.

68. Wigger, Angela. 2019. ‘The New EU Industrial Policy: Authoritarian Neoliberal Structural Adjustment
and the Case for Alternatives’. Globalizations 16(3):353—69. doi: 10.1080/14747731.2018.1502496.

69. Winkler, Stephanie Christine. 2023. ‘Strategic Competition and US—China Relations: A Conceptual
Analysis’. The Chinese Journal of International Politics 16(3):333-56. doi: 10.1093/cjip/poadO11.

70. Zeitlin, Jonathan, and Francesco Nicoli, eds. 2021. The European Union beyond the Polycrisis?
Integration and Politicization in an Age of Shifting Cleavages. First issued in paperback. London New York:
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.



	Thesis Table of Contents
	Policy Background
	Academic Context
	Research Gaps
	Research Design
	Academic contributions
	Thesis Roadmap
	Bibliography

