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Introduction

In March 2013, Cyprus1 signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the 
European troika (i.e. the European Central Bank [ECB], European Com-
mission and International Monetary Fund [IMF]) on an agreed programme 
to ‘rescue’ its economy. It thus became the fi fth Eurozone state to be bailed 
out, but the only one required to recapitalize its banks from within (‘bail in’) 
on top of austerity and privatizations.

With an economy of 0.2 per cent of the Eurozone (Trimikliniotis 2013), 
Cyprus initially requested aid through the European Stability Mechanism 
(ESM) in June 2012 to cope with persisting economic problems. The coun-
try’s two largest domestic banks, Popular Bank of Cyprus (Laiki) and Bank 
of Cyprus (BoC) were on the brink of collapse, with capital needs amount-
ing to €7.8 billion, or 45 per cent of the Cypriot GDP (Central Bank of 
Cyprus 2013).2  The government of Cyprus and the troika reached an initial 
agreement on 15 March 2013, after approximately eight months of nego-
tiations. As part of the deal, the troika required Cyprus to ‘tax’ depositors 
to cover (bail in) an estimated3 €5.8 billion of the bailout, on which con-
dition troika would provide €10 billion. According to this agreement, the 
deposits in Cypriot banks would be subjected to a levy (‘haircut’) of 6.75 
per cent for insured and of 9.9 per cent for non-insured deposits, below 
and above €100,000 respectively. This decision was strongly condemned, 
both domestically and internationally, since the provision for a haircut of 
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insured deposits (those up to €100,000) was seen as ‘a surprising rewriting of 
the rules of capitalist prudence’ (Demetriou 2013), while speculators across 
the globe feared a domino effect. The deal was rejected by the Cypriot 
parliament. Ten days later (25 March 2013) the Cypriot government and 
the troika announced an altered agreement, still based on a bail-in/bail-out 
scheme, which would ‘protect the secured’ deposits (below €100,000). The 
agreement provided for the shut-down of Laiki Bank, with all its deposits 
above €100,000 wiped out. Thereafter, all its customers and associated as-
sets/liabilities would be transferred to BoC. BoC’s secured deposits were 
not levied, but its unsecured deposits would be slashed by 47.5 per cent. As 
events unfolded a Cypriot commentator tweeted, ‘Pax Troikana’,4 Latin for 
‘Troikan Peace’ probably used to imply that Cyprus’s escape from offi cial 
bankruptcy came at a cost, as the troika would oversee its new social, eco-
nomic, and by extent political status-quo.

The present study focuses on the coverage of the haircut-related events 
by the United Kingdom (U.K.) elite press. The U.K. is a country that holds 
special interest for this study, for a number of reasons. First, it has had 
long-lasting and close relations with Cyprus. Cyprus was a British colony 
from 1878 to 1960,5 and the U.K. retains two sovereign bases on the island 
to this day. Currently, about 4 per cent of Cypriot inhabitants hail from 
the U.K. (Cyprus Statistical Service 2011). Thus, the British media tend to 
pay special attention to news that concerns Cyprus and the British citizens 
on the island. At the same time, the U.K.’s position in the EU was always 
peculiar. At the time of research the U.K. was a member of the EU but not 
of the European Monetary Union (EMU), and it always maintained a cau-
tious if not distrustful position on how close it should come to the European 
Union. It should be noted here that the analysis in this study refl ects the 
U.K.’s Euroscepticism as it stood at the time of research, while the country 
was still a member of the EU, and was not conducted through a post-EU 
(after-Brexit) lens.

Through the critical lenses of confl ict theory,6 we see the Cypriot ‘bail-
out’ as an example of hegemonic power exercised via the troika. This un-
offi cial lending body is seen as trying to further the institutionalization of 
a particular type of socioeconomic model of neoliberalism in EMU states. 
We understand Europe to have a class of transnational capitalists who are 
able to infl uence European institutions and, under conditions of fi nancial 
crisis, to impose their hegemony through institutions that enforce and then 
monitor aid to EMU-indebted states.

Drawing on Gramsci’s (1975) theory of hegemony, the analysis aims 
to unpack U.K. mainstream media’s efforts to build consensus about (or 
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resistance to) the causes, management, and effects of the Eurozone eco-
nomic crisis as a ‘confl ict’ over power rather than an ‘economic crisis’. We 
employ the concept of hegemony to understand the Cypriot case within the 
wider Eurozone crisis, which is part of the even wider global capitalist crisis 
around fi nancialization. Through a qualitative media analysis, we examine 
the British media’s efforts and hegemonic strategies for building consensus 
around the events and the confl icts they entail.

This chapter explores the existence of two kinds of hegemonies in Eu-
rope and the Eurozone: the hegemony of capitalism and the hegemony of 
Germany, exercised predominantly through the troika. The chapter empir-
ically investigates the construction and/or negotiation of these hegemonies 
from the perspective of a strong international actor, the U.K., by exploring 
tacit meanings and ideas in two mainstream news media, The Guardian and 
The Telegraph. In explicating the U.K. media’s reaction to the Cypriot ‘bail-
out’ as a symbolic confl ict (of policies, ideologies and interests), this chapter 
will illustrate dominant and less dominant ideological positions in the U.K. 
and link them not only to the handling of the Cypriot crisis, but also to the 
U.K.’s (re)positioning in its controversial relations with the EU.

U.K.-EU Relations and the EMU Economic Crisis

U.K.-EU relations have always been characterized by a pervasive ambiv-
alence. Oliver (2015: 78) described it as a diffi cult relationship of ‘aloof-
ness, vetoes and opt-outs’. He attributed the U.K.’s resistance to European 
integration to economic and political factors (Oliver 2015) while others 
attributed it to nationalism (Wellings 2010), but ultimately all such explana-
tions come down to issues of sovereignty. Political, popular and economic 
sovereignty were institutionalized in the U.K. in ways that produced ten-
sions in relations with and within the EU, as European integration typically 
required (and still requires) compromising on one or more lines of sov-
ereignty (Gifford 2010: 324). Furthermore, a signifi cant share of the U.K. 
public always embraced Euroscepticism (Artis 2006; Bulmer 2008; Smith 
2005).

In many respects the 2007/08 global fi nancial crisis heightened Brit-
ish Euroscepticism. Notably, given its over-expanded banking system, the 
U.K., as a fi nancial centre, opted to manage the crisis by maintaining the 
trust of the fi nancial markets. Thus it reacted to the threat of the collapse of 
its entire banking system more quickly than other EU states. It adopted a 
bank rescue plan that included liquidity, recapitalizations and government 
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guarantees of banks’ new debt (Quaglia 2009). Further, the U.K. govern-
ment initiated unprecedented fi nancial interventions to ‘rescue’ banks on 
the brink of collapse (French, Leyshon and Thrift 2009: 289), putting two 
banks under public ownership and providing fi nancial aid to another in 
2007 (Kickert 2012). Furthermore, the U.K. leadership appeared frustrated 
with what they considered the EU core’s inability to deal effectively with 
the EMU crisis (‘David Cameron’s EU Speech’ 2013). This frustration also 
lent support to the (legitimation of the) decision on the referendum that 
decided the U.K.’s ‘divorce’ from the EU.

Hegemony and Symbolic Violence in Crisis-Stricken Europe

To understand how events unfolded between the troika and Cyprus, we use 
the interrelated concepts of hegemony and symbolic violence. We argue 
that the troika facilitates the imposition of the hegemonies of capitalism 
and of Germany in the EU through acts of symbolic violence, specifi cally 
represented by the mechanism of debt. Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 272) 
defi ned symbolic violence as ‘the violence exercised upon a social agent 
with her or his complicity’, noting that the agent is not conscious of the 
violence. Through the mechanism of recognition,7 social agents accept the 
world and its cognitive structures as natural and defi ned, enacting a doxic 
acceptance of the world. According to Bourdieu and Wacquant, ‘[o]f all 
forms of “hidden persuasion”, the most implacable is the one exerted, quite 
simply, by the order of things’ (ibid.: 273). Symbolic violence is implicit in 
every hegemonic order.

Gramsci (1975) argues that hegemony is the capacity to exercise power 
through consensus instead of (military) force, with a specifi c focus on the 
discursive and relational dimension of power. Symbolic violence, which is 
subtle and hidden, substitutes for physical violence. Neo-Gramscian schol-
ars stress that hegemony is not a static condition but a complex and con-
fl icting process whereby multiple actors struggle to infl uence each other 
and obtain consensus from subordinated actors (Laclau and Mouffe 2001). 
A hegemonic class is therefore a class that ‘has been able to articulate the 
interests of other social groups to its own by means of ideological struggle’ 
(Mouffe 1979: 181). Although Gramsci conceptualized hegemony in rela-
tion to the state, the concept has been applied to cases of supra–state-like 
institutions such as the EU (Durand and Keucheyan 2015) as well as to 
other international political spheres (Cox 1983; Morton 2003). The aim of 
the hegemonic class is to present the state as a collective project pursuing 
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the collective interest. Thus, as Gramsci (1975: 182) notes, ‘the dominant 
group is coordinated concretely with the general interest of the subordinate 
groups, and the life of the state is conceived of as a continuous process of 
formation and superseding of unstable equilibria between the interests of 
the fundamental group and those of the subordinate group’.

Ideology forms the collective will, a synthesis of divergent interests; as 
Mouffe notes, ‘its very existence depends on the creation of ideological 
unity which will serve as “cement”’ (1979: 184). She argues further that 
‘though hegemony is ethic-political, it must also be economic, must neces-
sarily be based on the decisive function exercised by the leading group in 
the decisive nucleus of economic activity’ (ibid.: 183).

This approach led us to identify two different kinds of hegemony in the 
EU – of capitalism and of Germany – both exercised through European 
institutions and European policies, in particular fi scal and monetary policy. 
The troika is a major body through which these hegemonies are exercised. 
The troika’s institutions participate at meetings of the EMU’s fi nance min-
isters, called ‘Eurogroup’, and co-decide on bailout programmes. Thereaf-
ter, the Eurogroup decisions are discussed at the Economic and Financial 
Affairs Council (ECOFIN) of the EU Council meeting, in which all EU 
member states participate.8

Dominant discourses tend to present Europe as a collective project in 
which all nations participate in a democratic decision-making process to en-
act common policies, pursuing collective interest. In fact, the EU resembles 
the Gramscian idea of the state. The economically strongest members dom-
inate decisions in favour of their interest in expanding the market through 
the European integration process, presenting it as in the interest of econom-
ically weaker members as a means to become ‘full-developed economies’ 
(Stockhammer 2013). Yet economic criteria set for annexation respond to 
economic models typical of northern countries, penalizing southern econ-
omies (Stockhammer 2008). Notably, as the current crisis has shown, some 
member states with ‘weak’ economies cannot keep up with EU economic 
standards and are forced to ask for economic aid. This activates the mech-
anism of debt that Graeber (2014) identifi ed as a form of domination that 
constitutes symbolic violence.

The hegemony of capitalism is strongly linked with a European integra-
tion process characterized by the ascendancy of fi nance and the margin-
alization of labour, as attested by the core competencies of Europe: trade, 
competition and money (Boyer 2000, 2013; Durand and Keucheyan 2015; 
Stockhammer 2008). This resulted in the monopolization of the European 
political agenda by a transnational and fi nancial class of capitalists (Durand 
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and Keucheyan 2015; Van Apeldoorn 2013) that pushed for the creation of 
an internal market and a common currency to enhance the fl ow of capital 
(Van Apeldoorn 2013: 192). As Boyer (2000) and Durand and Keucheyan 
(2015: 2) have argued, the establishment of the Eurozone shifted the priority 
from labour to competition, leading to the domination of fi nances. Accord-
ing to Van Apeldoorn (2013) the European Round Table of Industrialists9 
‘played an agenda-setting role for the institutions of the EU’ (ibid.: 191).

In these formations, ‘it was Germany (or the Bundesbank) who wrote 
the rules for the new currency’ (Stockhammer 2013: 11), as it relied on an 
export-driven growth model while peripheral European countries relied 
on a debt-driven growth model (ibid.). In theory, the creation of a single 
fi nancial market led to uniform interest rates across Europe. In practice, 
the result was that capital fl owed from Germany, France and the U.K. to 
economically weaker EU members (Stockhammer 2013: 9). The 2007/08 
fi nancial crisis, as Durand and Keucheyan (2015: 9) argue, lent ‘further im-
petus to fi nancial hegemony’ and drew more attention to the integration of 
the fi nancial market, with a specifi c focus on fi nancial stability – that is, on 
further increasing the hegemony of capitalism across the EMU.

Media, Hegemony and the Economic Crisis/Confl ict

The mainstream media continue to play an important role as cultural insti-
tutions in the reproduction of dominant ideologies and the building of con-
sensus (Carragee 1993; Doudaki 2015; Hall 1982; Hall et al. 1978; Mylonas 
2012). The critical concept of hegemony is particularly valuable in under-
standing their role in conditions of an internationalized economic crisis, 
since signifi cant confl icts of interest emerge from unequal power relations 
at the local and international levels. Hegemony reveals this unequal distri-
bution of power in capitalism, a distribution that needs to be accounted for 
in examinations of symbolic production (Carragee 1993; Williams 1977). In 
other words, the concept unravels the role of ideas in legitimizing measures 
like the troika’s ‘bailouts’. When representing confl icts, media may silence 
the roots of these confl icts and present their consequences as ‘natural’, thus 
reproducing certain understandings while naturalizing predominant ideol-
ogies in a given society. However, opposition can still be articulated within 
the media themselves (Croteau, Hoynes and Milan 2011: 165). Still, follow-
ing Hall and his colleagues (1978), we argue that even when mainstream 
media offer confl icting interpretations of events, they still assist the con-
struction of social consensus.



Giulia Airaghi and Maria Avraamidou

. . .  252 . . .

Pre-Brexit studies provide evidence of U.K. media disapproval and/
or scepticism of EU management of the crisis and overall criticism of the 
EU as a source of the 2007/08 European fi nancial crisis (Bickes, Otten and 
Weymann 2014). Lampropoulou (2014: 2) argued that the U.K. media po-
sitioned Eurozone actors in ways that contributed to ‘sustain social inequal-
ity in the broader socio-cultural context’. Overall, neoliberal ideology was 
prominent in the U.K. media long before the 2007/08 fi nancial crisis. It was 
infused with anti-welfare and anti-government rhetoric in the mid-1960s, 
open endorsement of neoliberalism in the 1970s and support of privatiza-
tion in the 1980s and 1990s (Berry 2015). Even at moments of economic 
and fi nancial crisis in the mid-1990s, U.K. media have been found to ex-
pose the fragility of the neoliberal discourse, but not to challenge it (Hudson 
and Martin 2010: 103).

Outside the U.K., other studies focused on media coverage of eco-
nomic crises have furthered the argument that the media play a major role 
in reproducing hegemony and building consensus. Mylonas (2012: 649) 
showed that the media contributed to the culturalization of the crisis and 
the naturalization of the ‘free market’ economistic ideology by framing a 
‘capitalist crisis as a debt crisis’. Others illustrated the media’s role in legit-
imating bailout programmes and specifi cally austerity within, and beyond, 
indebted states (Doudaki 2015; Kutter 2014; Lampropoulou 2014). Kutter 
(2014) showed the media’s contribution to the institutionalization of a spe-
cifi c model of EU economic governance policies. Bickes, Otten and Wey-
mann (2014) illuminated the media’s discursive construction of indebted 
Eurozone countries – to different extents – as a ‘threat’ to the rest of the 
Eurozone but also as ‘weak’ and ‘helpless’. Tracy (2012) unpacked ways 
that the media reproduced the economic crisis as a natural disaster, or 
as self-infl icted in the case of indebted Greece. By contrast, Kutter (2014: 
455) argued that the German fi nancial press’s discursive construction of 
the economic crisis attributed explicit blame primarily to EU leaders ‘for 
dissent and deception during multilateral negotiations’ and to the German 
government for blocking ‘necessary decisions, prioritizing domestic elec-
toral politics and applying double standards’. He found that the German 
fi nancial press rarely blamed Greece or other indebted Eurozone states. 
Nevertheless, Thompson (2013: 222) argued that the media are ‘structur-
ally predisposed to reinforce market consensus’. The current chapter con-
tributes to this literature by unpacking a small part of the media/economic 
crisis nexus in the course of analysing tacit meanings in the U.K. media in 
relation to the Cypriot ‘haircut’.
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Methodology

Even though neoliberal ideology may enjoy increased prominence in the 
U.K. media and may have dominated the coverage of the economic crisis 
(Berry 2015), we selected The Guardian/Observer and The Telegraph to explore 
potential diversifi ed approaches to the Cypriot haircut. Scholars praise 
both newspapers as ‘quality’ (Lampropoulou 2014: 6; Sparks 1987: 427) or 
‘serious’ (Breeze 2014: 243). The Guardian/Observer is described as ‘liberal’ 
(Lampropoulou 2014: 6 ) or centre-left, moderate on fi nances, and rather 
pro-European (Breeze 2014; Touri and Rogers 2013). The Telegraph is charac-
terized as conservative and rather Eurosceptic (Touri and Rogers 2013). We 
adopted a qualitative methodological approach, using thematic qualitative 
analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006), and we focus on ‘quality’ mainstream 
media because, as Doudaki (2015: 3) writes, ‘the dominant mainstream me-
dia are privileged spaces where the main discourses of society are recon-
structed, most often by hegemonic actors offering their interpretations on 
social reality and their views on both the dominant and alternative versions 
of reality’. Thus we believe we will be able to investigate predominant argu-
ments in the U.K. through these newspapers. Choosing media of different 
political traditions ensured a richer sample, allowing us to analyse a variety 
of opinions.

We collected data, published in the online versions of both newspa-
pers, on the Cypriot ‘bailout’ between 1 March 2013 and 27 March 2013, 
a period corresponding to the timing of the fi rst and second Eurogroup 
decisions. The initial search resulted in a vast number of items, confi rming 
that the event had attracted signifi cant media attention in the U.K. Our 
sample was purposeful: we focused on commentaries and editorials. We 
defi ned commentaries as analyses of a newsworthy event that include the 
personal biases of their authors, unlike hard news, which is supposed to be 
objective and factual. Choosing editorials alone would have given us only 
the newspapers’ offi cial positions instead of authors’ perspectives; more-
over, in the selected period the editorials published were too few to build an 
analysis. Thus we included commentaries published in the two newspapers. 
The corpus consisted of forty-three articles. The Guardian contributed twen-
ty-three, of which four were editorials, nine had the byline ‘Guardian staff’ 
and ten named external columnists as authors. The Telegraph contributed 
twenty items: four editorials with the byline Telegraph View, one editorial by 
‘Telegraph staff’, and fi fteen commentaries, all written by staff save one by a 
regular columnist and a second by a former staff member.
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Rather than using predetermined analytic categories, we let themes 
emerge from the data. We coded all data using the same codes and then 
defi ned prevalent analytical themes that were directly linked to the scope 
of our research. To make the arguments of the analysis clearer and give the 
readers a form of verifi cation, we provide examples from the data.

Contesting and Supporting Hegemonies

As will become clear through the analysis, the two newspapers offer rep-
resentations of the symbolic confl ict between the troika and Cyprus that 
naturalize core capitalist principles and by extension capitalism. Both the 
troika’s policy and Germany’s hegemonic role in imposing harsh (and un-
fair) measures on a weak country are critiqued. Frustration is expressed 
about the potential consequences of Germany’s handling of the EMU crisis 
outside the EMU and for the entire EU and the international status quo, but 
at the same time, the critique is not oriented towards the banking system 
or the capitalist structures, but is instead framed in terms of Germany’s/
the troika’s (mis)handling of the crisis. Against this ‘reality’, the U.K. is pre-
sented as an outside/inside actor that has to safeguard its own interests.

The Troika’s ‘Ruthlessness’ towards Weak Actors

A common position among commentators is that the EU failed to ‘save’ 
Cyprus by acting as a real union, and instead sacrifi ced a weak member: 
‘Yet, amazingly, European offi cials did next to nothing to shore up the is-
land’s fi nancial system. There was ample time to protect savers with Cy-
priot banks and to restructure the institutions. Despite a decade of existence 
and a 17-nation membership, even over the smallest crisis the euro area just 
cannot do collective action’ (The Guardian, 24 March 2013). What is implied 
in this editorial is that the European institutions were not only uninter-
ested in protecting one of their members, but also served special interests 
and agendas. Regardless of whether Cypriot actors were seen as sharing 
the blame for their economy’s turmoil, opinions in both newspapers recur-
rently conceptualized the bailout programme as strong actors dominating 
weaker nation states in another case of imposition and democratic defi cit in 
the EMU, using the word ‘bullying’ to describe the troika’s actions: ‘Then 
again, the euro club has made rather an unappealing habit of bullying the 
weak nations and protecting the strong over this crisis’ (The Guardian, 28 
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March 2013). Calling bullying a ‘habit’ refl ects a widespread understanding 
that troika repeatedly used its power to impose its programmes on indebted 
states. In the case of Cyprus, the understood implicit threat concerned the 
ECB’s withdrawal of liquidity support to Cypriot banks, which would lead 
the banks into disorderly bankruptcy and the country out of the EMU:

If Cyprus’s latest scheme to merit a €10bn bailout does not pass muster, the 
ECB will be under pressure to come good on its threat to order a halt to 
liquidity aid to Cyprus’s banks on Monday, bringing the island’s fi nancial 
sector to its knees, leaving the country insolvent, and probably heading for 
the euro door marked way out after only fi ve years in the currency. (The 
Guardian, 24 March 2013)

The implied inability of Cyprus and Cypriot actors to resist an obvious bluff 
added to their construction as weak and willing sub-servants of the troika. 
The two news outlets shared critical positions vis-à-vis Cypriot politicians, 
and some accused the Cypriot president of being the initiator of the haircut: 
‘For fear of driving Russian investors away with an excessive levy on the 
wealthiest, the Cypriot government opted to tax all depositors – pensioners, 
the unemployed, students, rich and poor. This despite President Nicos An-
astasiades explicitly promising in his election campaign only a month ago 
that depositors would be protected’ (Persson 2013).

The accusation that Anastasiades suggested the haircut to protect Rus-
sian investors from a much bigger haircut appeared in a number of Telegraph 
commentaries. This accusation constructed the president as simultaneously 
a victim of symbolic power (exercised by the troika) and the executor 
of symbolic power over his people. It refl ected a general understanding 
that Cyprus’s weak position left it few or no alternatives to the troika pro-
gramme. Similarly, the commentary stated that ‘Cypriots felt humiliated 
and subjugated’ as their president was intimidated into accepting a haircut 
(ibid.). Another commentary quoted German Chancellor Merkel’s state-
ment that Cyprus ‘must realise its current business model is dead’ (Vasagar 
and Waterfi eld 2013), building the idea that Cyprus had no choice.

Recurrent positions in both newspapers suggest that Cyprus’s attempts 
to seek alternative fi nancial assistance in Russia represented efforts to switch 
from one ‘master’ to another: ‘One thing is for certain: the eurozone, an 
aspiring global player, is offering up a Mediterranean outpost of strategic 
signifi cance as a present to the Russians. It is just up to Moscow to decide 
whether it will accept it’ (Chrysoloras 2013).

In keeping with the general understanding that Cyprus was vulnerable, 
most commentaries explained whether Cyprus, which both newspapers 
described as a tiny island-state – ‘[t]oo small to matter’ (The Guardian, 24 
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March 2013) – was important to Europe. An article entitled ‘Cyprus: An 
Island Pawn in a Game of Geopolitical Chess’ used an analogy relevant 
to U.K. readers, noting that ‘Cyprus is as signifi cant to the Eurozone as 
Southend-On-Sea is to the U.K. economy’ (Persson 2013). By comparing 
Cyprus to a small British area, the commentary ensured that readers would 
be able to conceptualize the ‘insignifi cance’ of Cyprus in terms of size, ter-
ritory and economy.

The German Imperium

Germany was presented as the leading actor within the EU, holding a he-
gemonic position in the handling of the Cypriot case and the whole EMU 
crisis. Even ‘neutral’ commentaries equated Germany with the ECB: ‘Pull-
ing the plug is almost certain to spark an extremely chaotic outcome. That’s 
why the ECB – that is Germany – is highly unlikely to do it in my view’ 
(Halligan 2013). Most often, fi erce criticism was addressed to Germany, 
representing German Chancellor Angela Merkel as the Eurozone’s ‘master’ 
or emperor intimidating the rest of the Eurozone states. One such article 
ran under the headline ‘Southern Europe Lies Prostrate before the German 
Imperium’ (Moore 2013); another spoke of ‘German-led fl esh-eaters’: ‘Eu-
rope’s fl esheaters are back. The claim that the worst of the eurozone crisis is 
behind us now looks foolish. The deal forced on Cyprus by the German-led 
troika at the weekend isn’t a bailout’ (Milne 2013).

This emphasis on Germany overshadowed the particular role played by 
the IMF and then the ECB. A commentary noted: ‘The IMF’s Christine 
Lagarde has given her blessing to the troika deal, claiming that the package 
will restore Cyprus to full health, with public debt below 100pc of GDP 
by 2020’ (Evans-Pritchard 2013). The quote is evidence of a recurrent un-
derstanding that IMF only conceded to the plan as a secondary player. As 
for the ECB, The Guardian noted that it tended to align with Germany and 
gave the example of the haircut of the Greek debt in 2010: ‘That triggered 
a long fi ght between Berlin and Frankfurt, the German government and the 
ECB. As usual, Merkel prevailed, though privately she has conceded it was 
a mistake not to be repeated’ (The Guardian, 24 March 2013).

The conspicuous absence or understatement of the IMF and ECB ap-
pears to be a strategy in its own right to build a consensus about the sym-
bolic confl ict by shifting the attention from powerful economic institutions 
to Germany in an attempt to show that the turmoil was caused by wrong po-
litical decisions and not by structural ineffi ciencies of the capitalist system.
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Supporting and Naturalizing Capitalism

The harsh critique against Germany and the troika went hand in hand with 
severe criticism emerging from the understanding that the haircut of de-
posits breached core capitalist principles, namely the right to property and 
trust in the markets. ‘Monetary union has become a danger to property’ 
(Evans-Pritchard 2013), argued a Telegraph commentary. A Guardian one 
spoke of a ‘theft by the government’ and a ‘bank robbery’ (Chakrabortty 
2013). In this context, the ‘rescue’ programme had crossed capitalism’s 
‘line’, as it undermined ‘the fi nancial and legal fabric of capitalism itself’ 
(Halligan 2013). The debate returns repeatedly to the haircut’s violation of 
capitalism’s core principles: ‘In Brussels, meanwhile, the people managing 
the world’s second largest economy showed once again a ridiculous lack of 
leadership. … [T]hey concluded and defended a deal that would violate the 
sanctity of retail deposits’ (Chrysoloras 2013).

Another commentary in The Telegraph noted that ‘[m]arket led solutions 
are always likely to be socially more acceptable than ones imposed by cen-
tralised, political diktat’ (Warner 2013). The use of the word diktat suggests 
a widespread understanding that a hegemonic foreign power imposed a 
painful political decision on Cyprus. Evidently, the idea is that a market 
solution should prevail, even if it imposes greater pain on people as it is 
more socially accepted. By extension, the haircut decision violated the neo-
liberal idea that a centralized authority – in this case a supra-state authority 
– should interfere as minimally as possible, never violating private rights to 
property, and only to the extent necessary to safeguard those rights (Harvey 
2005: 2).

At the same time, other provisions of the Cyprus-troika deal, such as 
austerity and privatizations, remained either completely unexplored or re-
ceived only minor attention. One commentary noted that ‘[a]usterity be-
yond the therapeutic dose is self-defeating’, but made no inquiry into what 
constituted a therapeutic dose (Evans-Pritchard 2013). Such neglect refl ects 
the normalization of austerity as a means to confront a fi nancial or eco-
nomic crisis, contrasted to a haircut of deposits. Meanwhile privatizations 
remained out of the scope of criticism. The idea put forward is that even 
within capitalism, policies ‘from above’ cannot be over-exploitative, as they 
risk harming capitalism.

Both newspapers frequently ran commentaries arguing that the con-
struction of the Eurozone or the irresponsible actions of Cypriot actors, or 
both, led to the country’s economic crisis. A Guardian commentary impli-
cating the wrongdoings of the Cypriot banking sector offers an example: 
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‘A “casino economy”, said the French government. “A dysfunctional busi-
ness model”, said the Germans of the Cypriot economy. With a banking 
sector seven times Cypriot gross domestic product, Lagarde insisted this 
was unsustainable and that it would be more than halved to around three 
times GDP by 2018’ (Traynor 2013). A Telegraph commentary that impli-
cated the Eurozone stated: ‘If anyone is responsible for the bloated size of 
the Cypriot banking system, it is not the Cypriots, who were only pursuing 
a market opportunity, but the architects of the single currency’ (Warner 
2013).

Neither commentary exposes the capitalist system to any scrutiny. Pol-
icies and their outcomes are evaluated in terms of their sustainability or 
success within the market economy. Thus, it is Cyprus or the Eurozone that 
is to blame for failing to adhere to the capitalist rules of the game, while the 
banking system’s actions are only natural within fi nancial capitalism. Some 
commentaries specifi ed that within the over-regulated Eurozone, markets 
could not solve emerging crises and that the EMU precluded devaluation 
and infl ation as solutions.

On the other hand, justifi cations of pro–bail-in positions were also of-
fered, on the grounds that the banking system should be better regulated 
(Kapoor 2013). Another commentary argued that the haircut represented a 
‘wealth tax’ because it taxed depositors and not the general public (Inman 
2013). In none of these cases was the need to safeguard the smooth func-
tioning of the capitalist system questioned.

The U.K.: The Insider/Outsider

Across both newspapers, commentators described the U.K. as absent from 
the events that created the Cypriot ‘rescue’ programme (and also the crisis). 
They described Whitehall (the British government) as a concerned ‘out-
side’ actor but also simultaneously as an ‘inside’ actor because of the likely 
impact of the haircut and general EMU mismanagement of the crisis on its 
economy. One commentary noted that the U.K. was ‘rightly held aloof’, yet 
clarifi ed that Whitehall had urged ‘the Eurozone to deepen and strengthen 
itself’ (Moore 2013), though without effect.

British expatriates permanently residing in Cyprus were depicted as 
victims of the haircut, as they also had deposits in Cypriot banks: ‘Those 
Britons who have built their lives on the island will feel especially aggrieved 
by their hard-earned funds being depleted seemingly on the whim of the 
government in Berlin’ (The Telegraph, 18 March 2015).
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Commentaries also compared the experiences of Cyprus and the U.K. 
in the economic crisis. On the one hand they noted that both countries 
had over-expanded banking sectors and both took ‘draconian action at 
huge public expense’ to mitigate the effects of the 2008 economic crisis 
(Bootle 2013). On the other hand, they claimed that the Cypriot banking 
sector resembled Britain’s but far exceeded it, as in the comment ‘Cyprus 
was Britain on steroids’ (The Telegraph, 21 March 2013). The U.K. saved 
the Northern Rock and Royal Bank of Scotland banks from the brink of 
collapse by nationalizing them; like Cyprus, it had experienced a bank run. 
Thus commentaries brought the controversial issue of bank nationaliza-
tion to the debate. The Labour government was accused of returning to 
‘old’ habits ‘of high taxes, high debts, and nationalizations’ (Kickert 2012) 
– a criticism of state interventions in the market. The analysis also noted 
a recurrent emphasis on how the U.K., unlike Cyprus, enjoyed monetary 
sovereignty – implying that this protected the country from a Cyprus-like 
scenario: ‘The difference, of course, is that Britain has control of its cur-
rency, and can soften (or conceal) the impact of its policies. Cyprus has no 
such luck. Its only option is bail out and austerity  indeed, the haircut on 
savers may be the lesser of two evils’ (The Telegraph, 18 March 2013). This 
comment attributed inability to effectively respond to the crisis to Cyprus, 
contrasting it with the U.K.’s ability to ‘soften’ its policies during periods of 
crisis by exercising control over its currency. Similarly, another commen-
tary stated:

Most importantly, perhaps, Cyprus is part of the eurozone and so does not 
have access to the monetary levers which the U.K. does. Recently both Paul 
Krugman and Martin Wolf have thoroughly demolished the idea that the 
U.K. enjoys low interest rates because of its policy of austerity and have iden-
tifi ed precisely that being in charge of those levers is the key to market confi -
dence. (Andreou 2013)

Such positions confi rmed the U.K.’s policy on sovereignty and reaffi rmed 
Euroscepticism by validating prominent ideas that the U.K.’s choice not to 
join the EMU was correct.

Consequences of the ‘Rescue’ Programme, 
for Cyprus and Europe

A number of commentators argued that the Cypriot ‘bailout’ did not serve 
the purpose of ‘saving’ Cyprus but rather destroyed the country’s service-
based economy with its unprecedented social impact. The main position 
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expressed was that current investors would eventually move their money 
out of Cyprus, while in the long term the regulations imposed by the troika 
would destroy Cyprus as a fi nancial centre. Unemployment would rise sig-
nifi cantly as the country’s real economy diminished, and Cyprus would 
soon join Greece as a state hardest hit by the crisis: ‘And the troika’s impo-
sition of austerity will probably sink the island into a Greek-style depres-
sion. … The introduction of capital controls may be an essential precaution 
for Nicosia, but it will surely be seen by international investors as a threat-
ening precedent in an economic bloc, one of whose main purposes is the 
free fl ow of capital’ (The Guardian, 24 March 2013).

As the consequences spread from the economy to society at large, 
concurrent commentaries predicted chaos, civil unrest and the country’s 
euro-exit ‘on a wave of public disgust’ (Halligan 2013). Both newspapers 
argued that the decision would affect the weak social classes in Cyprus, and 
not just the big depositors. A commentary in The Guardian, for example, 
emphasized that the haircut was ‘morally offensive’ because it victimized 
equally small depositors, whose savings Cypriot banks held, and ‘oligarchs’ 
(Lapavitsas 2013). Overall, opinions tended to represent poor people as 
cushioning the blow to the rich ones: most commentators described Cypri-
ots as small depositors scrimping to save for a rainy day – that is, as victims 
of high-level decisions.

Another recurrent argument was that even though the Eurogroup ac-
tors justifi ed their proposed shock therapy as countering Cyprus’s alleged 
money-laundering activities and inappropriate provision of a tax-haven to 
Russian oligarchs, in the end the programme protected Russian depositors 
more than any other depositors. The Guardian (Elder 2013) published an 
interview with Russian tycoon Alexander Lebedev arguing that Russian 
capital had departed the island by the time the decisions were made, and 
that claims that the haircut would affect ‘Russian oligarchs’ were false.

The haircut was also described as a means of destroying Cyprus’s eco-
nomic model, so as to leave the country with no alternative other than 
a painful restructuring tailored to match German visions for a stronger 
Euro  zone: ‘As we have seen since the sovereign debt crisis began, the Eu-
roclub has bullied its poorer members into swallowing poisonous auster-
ity and social repressiveness in order to keep a bust system on the road’ 
(Chakrabortty 2013).

Commentaries in both newspapers warned that capital controls and 
the bail-in provisions would trigger catastrophic micro and macro effects 
beyond Cyprus, impacting on the entire Eurozone. One such commen-
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tary claimed: ‘Europe has found a new way to shoot itself in the foot’ (Ar-
mitstead 2013). It predicted that in weak Eurozone states, the consensus 
about the troika’s programmes would eventually break down, with unprec-
edented consequences. Others emphasized the risk of bank runs in other 
EMU member states with weak economies: ‘What is beyond dispute is that 
a precedent has been created in the EMU and depositors in peripheral 
countries with weak banks will take note. Bank runs can run for several 
days and panic can spread’ (Lapavitsas 2013).

The analysis also noted that the decision was aimed at creating a signif-
icant sovereign debt in the medium-long term, which would leave Cyprus 
in a permanent situation of ‘crisis’, binding it to the troika’s economic aid. 
This argument resembles another recurrent claim: that troika programmes 
cement the structural divisions between the wealthy northern and econom-
ically dependent southern states of the EU. This critique was addressed 
primarily at Germany, for refraining from rebalancing its own economy 
even as it imposed economic measures on other EMU countries and thus 
reinforced divisions between Europe’s rich north and poor south. Another 
argument seen in many commentaries was that weak states in the EU south 
were trapped in the EMU and, more importantly perhaps, in German 
‘imaginings’ of an economically competitive ‘Euroland’. Both newspapers 
used arguments contending that the troika’s programmes were aimed at 
pushing weaker countries out of the EU in order to create an area of eco-
nomic growth led by Germany: ‘A Cypriot eurozone exit would then be a 
starting point for a new eurozone made up of solvent, northern European 
nations only, something that the German Chancellor, Angela Merkel, is 
under mounting domestic pressure to back’ (Freeman 2013). In this context, 
breaking up the EMU is not a threat but the political and economic pur-
pose of Germany, as the break-up would ensure a competitive euro.

Conclusion

The analysis of two British newspapers revealed representations of the sym-
bolic confl ict between the troika and Cyprus that supported the hegemony 
of capitalism while critiquing the troika’s and especially Germany’s hege-
monic practices. Commentaries mainly achieved this through harsh crit-
icism of a constructed German-inspired Cypriot ‘rescue’ programme and 
especially of the initial idea of imposing the haircut on insured deposits, 
represented as the apogee of German mishandling of the EMU fi nancial 
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crisis. The naturalization of capitalism was achieved through recurrent po-
sitions that shifted attention away from an economic system producing in-
equalities, and towards the troika’s handling of the crisis and Germany’s 
role in it. Although the commentaries failed to explicitly question the mech-
anism of debt as such, they criticized the way the EMU provided aid, ar-
guing that it ensured weaker member states’ subjugation to German power. 
Furthermore, they accorded scant attention to troika institutions – the IMF, 
the ECB, the EU – dismissing them all as German-dominated. This con-
tributed to a continual lack of attention to how markets work and how they 
infl uence politics, thus reproducing the hegemony of neoliberal capitalism.

Simultaneously, attacks on Germany and the EMU provided justifi ca-
tion of pre-existing positions that viewed the U.K.’s decision not to join 
the EMU as wise, reinforcing Euroscepticism. Indirectly, these arguments 
justifi ed the insider/outsider status of the U.K. within the EU. All in all, the 
contestation of Germany can be seen as a strategy adopted by British media 
to build consensus over what was, at the time of research, the hegemonic 
British political setting.

Although the analysed media often recognized the symbolic violence 
against Cyprus, portraying the troika’s programme as a means of subor-
dinating the country and creating a potential state of permanent crisis (i.e. 
long-lasting debt and dependency on lenders), they simultaneously repro-
duced it by stressing money-laundering activity in Cyprus. The criticism 
focused on the harsh consequences the lower strata would suffer did not 
highlight the brutality of capitalism; rather, it emphasized Germany’s man-
agement and sometimes contrasted it with Whitehall’s superior manage-
ment. The analysis revealed how the reaction to Germany’s hegemony 
simultaneously supported certain British hegemonic political confi gura-
tions like monetary sovereignty. This qualitative approach to the media 
coverage of the Cypriot haircut is useful for showing how the contestation 
of the troika’s decisions and especially of Germany, which could be seen as 
a counterhegemonic representation being offered by both newspapers, is 
in practice a hegemonic one, as the questioning of one hegemony tends to 
simultaneously serve another.
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Notes

 1. This chapter will use Cyprus to refer to the Republic of Cyprus (RoC). Cyprus is ethni-
cally divided in two territorial zones: the north, controlled by the unrecognized Turkish 
Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC); and the south, controlled by the RoC. Their 
economies are also separated. 

 2. The state had rescued Laiki Bank for €1.8bn in June 2012, becoming its major (84 per 
cent) stakeholder.

 3. Due to the prolonged bank closure, by the time the deal was signed the bailout amount 
had skyrocketed from €17bn to an estimated €20.6–€23bn or 20.1–33.5 per cent of the 
Cypriot GDP (Apostolides 2013).

 4. Costas Constantinou (@CostasAstra), ‘Wilkommen in Pax Troikanam’. 2 April 2013, 
21:53.

 5. Cyprus became a formal colony in 1925. It was still controlled by the U.K. from 1878.
 6. Confl ict theory is a set of critical sociological approaches that criticize the sociopolitical 

system by pointing to social, political, or material inequality (see e.g. Simmel 2009; Bour-
dieu 1994; Gramsci 1975; Marx 1867–1894).

 7. According to Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992: 168), through ‘misrecognition’, an actor 
recognizes violence, without perceiving it as such, while recognition refers to the act of 
taking the world for granted (ibid.: 272).

 8. Noticeably, the EU Parliament (resolution 2013/2277[INI]) criticized the way Eurogroup, 
an unoffi cial EU body, imposes its decisions on ECOFIN and subsequently on the entire 
EU.

 9. Formed in 1983, this round table was an initiative of certain powerful EU multinational 
companies (Volvo, Philips, Fiat) supported by core members of what was then the Euro-
pean Community. Their aim was to plant the seeds for true European economic coop-
eration, which would allow the eventual creation of a single, highly competitive market 
(http://www.ert.eu/about-us).
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