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Abstract

This thesis utilizes Fratini et. al.’s framework and qualitative content analysis in order to
investigate how the European Union (EU) understands digital sovereignty. Digital
sovereignty is an interesting concept, as it is typically associated with the state's role and
responsibilities, something the EU has been cautious about in both policy and language.
When the EU speaks of digital and technology matters, the concept of digital sovereignty is
acceptable to use. Which of course raises the question of what the EU means with the
concept. This is further complicated by the case of EuroStack, an industry-led initiative for
EU investment into the EU tech industry to strengthen EU digital sovereignty. Private
companies are using the terms of EU and European digital sovereignty in their petition for
increased funding and increased usage of European tech companies. This is however in
conflict with the traditional idea of sovereignty, polities retaining dependence on private
companies do not achieve domestic primacy or a monopoly of violence. EuroStack thus
represents a novel case in a rich scientific tradition of sovereignty and EU integration. The
content analysis in this thesis which studied digital sovereignty in relevant documents, as well
as the EU state of the union-speech (SOTU), showed a prevailing reluctance in using
sovereignty even in this more accepted arena and that digital sovereignty is perceived in a
state-based way as part of a securitized context. Allowing for the conclusion that, at least in
this case, digital sovereignty is understood by the EU as a responsibility for the EU belonging
to the security arena, strengthening EU statehood aspirations, as well as a leitmotif for EU
expansion and cementing dependence on domestic companies who are expected to project

EU values.

Abbreviations

Al = artificial intelligence

EPRS = European Parliamentary Research Service
EU = European Union

EUI = European University Institute

SOTU = State of the union

US = United States
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1. Introduction

The concept of sovereignty has become a central issue today, whether in relation to US
foreign policy, the wars in Ukraine and Gaza and the development of Al. Sovereignty has
again become something desirable and acts as the core of geopolitics and security.' The term
of sovereignty is for the purposes of this thesis broadly understood as a legitimate claim to
authority over political, territorial or social domains. Sovereignty has historically also been
strongly tied to the state, which is perceived as the primary wielder of sovereignty and as a
sovereign entity in geopolitics; such a tie is an expression of power as it grants legitimacy to
state-based geopolitics.? Not surprisingly, states have been careful to keep their sovereignty,
with some exceptions, such as the European Union (EU) in which states have pooled their
sovereignty for other values. However, the EU member states have always been careful about
their sovereignty in the EU. Yet in some areas, the EU claims to have or seemingly desires
sovereignty, problematizing the sovereignty of its member states, since they are somewhat at
odds. Are member states’ sovereignties pooled, transferred or even strengthened by the EU?
Recently both the Critical Medicines Act® and the White Paper for European defence —
Readiness 2030 are tangential to the subject of sovereignty, promoting EU provided
resilience and building common security, without mentioning the word sovereignty. In the
digital space, EU actors have increasingly, since 2020, used the term digital sovereignty.’ ¢
Understood here as a “decoupled digital sphere that allows for exclusive national control over
communications, data and regulation,”’ this definition includes some additional concepts
(cyber sovereignty, tech sovereignty etc.) as well for analytical purposes.® This definition is

shared by, among others, Fratini et al. whose article constitutes this thesis theoretical

' Rafael Grohmann and Alexandre Costa Barbosa, "Sovereignty-as-a-service: How big tech
companies co-opt and redefines digital sovereignty," Media, Culture & Society (2025)

2 James J. Sheehan, “The Problem of Sovereignty in European History,” The American historical
review 111, no.1 (2006):4

3 European Commission, “Critical Medicines Act”
https://health.ec.europa.eu/medicinal-products/legal-framework-governing-medicinal-products-human-

- ritical-medicines-act_en
4 European Commission, “Acting on defence to protect Europeans”
https://commission.europa.eu/topi fence/future-eur n-defence_en

5 The German Presidency of the EU Council, Together for Europe’s recovery: Programme for
Germany’s Presidency of the Council of the European Union (1 July to 31 December 2020), 2020.
Council of the European Union p.8

¢ European Parliament, Briefing: “Promoting and protecting digital sovereignty in the EU,” 2/10/2025
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/agenda/briefing/2025-10-06/3/promoting-and-protecting-digit
al-sovereignty-in-the-eu

" Julia Pohle and Thorsten Thiel, "Digital sovereignty," Internet Policy Review 9 no. 4 (2020):7

8 |bid. p.8
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https://health.ec.europa.eu/medicinal-products/legal-framework-governing-medicinal-products-human-use-eu/critical-medicines-act_en

framework.” EU actors using digital sovereignty is interesting, as the way it is talked about
and used potentially challenges state sovereignty at several points, such as potential EU
integration, or other variants of regional governance, and the rise of the private sector. Digital
sovereignty thus represents another development that potentially threatens the sovereignty of
individual states. The same states are being forced to further rely on private actors to fulfill
the functions of states, such as providing security. Especially in relation to the digital, where
many states are almost wholly dependent on private actors who control both data and
physical infrastructure, aspects today incorporated into national security. In the EU, those
companies are mainly non-EU companies, adding another layer of tension to the discussion.
Those companies have also realized that digital sovereignty is on the rise, and have started to
provide “sovereignty-as-a-service” with different facets of control granted to the state to at
least maintain the notion of being in control and sovereign.'® All of which raise questions
whether a state dependent on domestic companies is more sovereign than one dependent on
foreign companies, and what difference is there in control over one’s own and the external
companies. The states in question may however also be pushing for EU digital sovereignty as
bringing power and wealth to the European market, in turn potentially increasing the role of
the state. It all depends on how the involved actors actually understand the concept of digital
sovereignty, how it is achieved and who can possess it. The meaning of the concept informs
further actions and developments and is the key to further understanding the actions of the
involved parties. If the concept is understood as relating to competitiveness it is placed more
at an EU level since the internal market is an exclusive EU competency, but states of course
also do policy relating to global competitiveness. If a question of security responsibility is
more at the state level as the primary guarantor of security in the system of national states
that exists. Depending on the framing, the position of the legitimate sovereign is to some

extent changed."

This leads to the case of this thesis, the EuroStack initiative. It is an initiative by the
European digital industry, at the time of writing consisting of over 400 companies, announced

in concert with, among others, academics and politicians from EPP, S&D, Renew and the

® Samuele Fratini et al., "Digital sovereignty: A descriptive analysis and a critical evaluation of existing
models," Digital Society 3, n0.3 (2024):13

1 Grohmann and Costa Barbosa, "Sovereignty-as-a-service,"

" Rocco Bellanova et al. “Digital/sovereignty and European security integration: an introduction,”
European Security 31, no. 3 (2022):340



Greens on 24/09/2024." The initiative has produced several texts but the main pitch entails
support for the physical infrastructure needed for cyberpolicy, the logical software
infrastructure (i.e. operating systems, applications) as well as EU market intermediation."?
More specifically, this includes, among others: an industry body in concert with the European
Council, mandating procurement of European suppliers and an EU scheme for
certifications.'* The program is summarized by its authors under the umbrella terms of buy,
sell and fund European,® i.e., buying, selling and funding the European digital industry.
EuroStack has not yet been enacted, but generates some buzz; both member states and EU
lawmakers have increased their support, among others, France and the German governing
coalition have been vocal proponents within the union.'® With increased buzz and relevance,
opponents have also emerged, mainly the non-European tech companies citing costs and

implicit threats of retaliation from the American government.'’

Prior to EuroStack there has only really been one somewhat similar initiative in trying to
achieve digital sovereignty on an EU or European level. Gaia-X, which was started by
Germany and France to strengthen EU digital infrastructure and digital sovereignty. Though
the project was halted due to, among others, non-EU big tech companies being invited to
provide sovereign solutions, in conflict with others’ views of sovereignty. The project did
however receive some support from European businesses and being mentioned by Ursula von

der Leyen.'®

This thesis examines how the EU understands digital sovereignty. The EU is a central actor
with a complicated role and highlights much of the tensions within digital sovereignty,
between states, states and suprastate organizations and between the state and private sector,
related to the aforementioned division of competencies. The case of EuroStack is a timely

and clear case of when the EU expresses digital sovereignty with support from the private

12 Toward European Digital Independence: Building the Euro Stack.
https://digitalindependenceeu.wordpress.com/

3 EuroStack - Our pitch https://eurostack.eu/our-pitch/ p.14
" |bid.

'® EuroStack - The white paper https://eurostack.eu/the-white-paper/ p.2

16 Mathieu Pollet, “Trump can pull the plug on the internet, and Europe can't do anything about it,”
Politico 2025

7 1bid.

'8 Andreas Baur, "European ambitions captured by American clouds: digital sovereignty through
Gaia-X?," Information, Communication & Society (2025): 5

'® Rebecca Adler-Nissen and Kristin Anabel Eggeling, “The Discursive Struggle for Digital
Sovereignty: Security, Economy, Rights and the Cloud Project Gaia-X,” JCMS: Journal of Common
Market Studies, 62 no. 4 (2024):1000
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sector. In this particular instance reflecting EU aspirations of statechood with the interlinking
of competitiveness and security, desires of EU expansion via shared digital sovereignty and
tight cooperation with the domestic private sector. Perhaps providing some clues in how the
EU will further deal with initiatives like EuroStack, pursuing digital sovereignty and

developing the division of competencies.

1.1 Background

The concept of digital sovereignty depends on the concept of sovereignty, a contested concept
in political science for hundreds of years. For example, Bodin in the 1500s conceptualized the
sovereign as the supreme and absolute lawgiver. Whomever is controlling the legal system
controls norms, sets boundaries, and provides legitimacy to violence in control of those
norms and boundaries. The role of the sovereign is intertwined with the legislative power in
Bodin’s view.?’ During the 17" century, with the peace in Westphalia, a new variant emerged,
more focused on the territorial integrity of a political entity. A sovereign entity had a
recognized authority and control over a defined territory.! The concept was later on defined
by Weber as the legitimate monopoly of violence, that the sovereign is undisputed in applying
violence, as well as being perceived as legitimate when applying force.”? Krasner describes
the concept of sovereignty as used in four different ways. First somewhat in line with Bodin,
the international legal way, recognition of the jurisdictional independence of entities. Second
is the Westphalian or territorial, excluding external actors from a distinct territory. The third
is approaching Weber, in domestic sovereignty, the exercise of effective control in the polity.
And lastly interdependence sovereignty, being able to regulate flows of goods, services and
ideas across borders.” In Krasner's view sovereignty can thus be about control, authority or
both. However, the thinking of sovereignty in relation to the digital has roots from 1996, with
Barlow referring to a sovereign digital world, not limited by territorial boundaries.*
Nowadays, with significant developments made in technology and its usage, it often refers to
capabilities for autonomous actions regarding a nation’s digital infrastructure or the

autonomy of the nation’s digital economy.” There is thus a clear genealogical relation

2 Jean Bodin, On sovereignty: four chapters from the six books of the commonwealth, trans. Julian H.
Franklin, (Cambridge University Press, 1992)

21 Sheehan, “The Problem of Sovereignty in European History,” p.6

22 Max Weber, Economy and Society : An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, eds. Max, Guenther Roth,

and Claus Wittich. (University of California Press, 1978)

3 Stephen D. Krasner, Sovereignty : Organized Hypocrisy, (Princeton University Press, 1999) p.4

2 John P. Barlow, “A declaration of the independence of cyberspace,” Electronic Frontier Foundation,

1996

% Pohle and Thiel, "Digital sovereignty," pp.9-10



between territorial and digital sovereignty. Both concepts refer to autonomous action, but
territorial sovereignty prefers terms such as monopoly and primacy whereas digital
sovereignty settles for autonomous action within both the physical infrastructure for the
digital and the digital economy. The sovereign state today is thus expected to provide security
for its people also in terms of control over hardware, software and data. With the re-election
of Donald Trump as American president and more entrenched digitalization, digital
sovereignty has received a major boost, with US-allied states increasingly seeking digital
sovereignty and crucially, also using the term. This runs somewhat in contrast to decades of
neoliberalism that has dominated the larger US sphere of influence. Increasing primacy and
autonomy meshes poorly with ideas of free trade, de-regulation and privatization, at least at
first glance. In the context of the EU, free trade and de-regulation seem less persuasive in the
digital sector, but not necessarily privatization. Rather, proponents of European digital
sovereignty seek to replace the dependence on mostly foreign, mostly American, companies
to a dependence on European companies.” Today the EU estimates that 80 % of its digital

t.?” Thus there is a tension here

infrastructure comes from outside the union for contex
between sovereign primacy and the planned dependency on companies. Clearly, this
expresses a changing idea and practice of sovereignty, in regards to who can be and how to be
sovereign, due to these geopolitical shifts and developments in technology. This tension is
also represented in the literature, where some scholars see the EU as legitimizing the state as
a sovereign actor® while others argue that the desiring of digital sovereignty will ultimately

doom EU economic or normative power.?’

Whilst Trump’s policies increased the awareness of digital sovereignty, it should be noted
that considerable debate was also generated in the wake of the 2013 Snowden revelations.
They exposed the extent of surveillance conducted by the US on both foreign nationals and
domestic citizens, thus showing how data and cyberspace are not unproblematic dimensions,
both are tools that, again, can be used at both a private and state level.* Digital sovereignty is
then inherently filled with tension, between states such as the US and European states but

simultaneously with regard to the private sector. Any plan that includes a dependence means

% European Parliament, Briefing: “Promoting and protecting digital sovereignty in the EU,” 2/10/2025
27 Committee of Industry, research and energy & Committee of The internal market and consumer
protection, Confirmation hearing of Henna Virkkunen, European parliament, 12/11/2024 p.15

2 Tobias Liebetrau, and Linda Monsees, "Assembling Publics: Microsoft, Cybersecurity, and
Public-Private Relations," Politics and Governance 11, no.3 (2023):162

2 Theodore Christakis, "European Digital Sovereignty': Successfully Navigating Between the
'‘Brussels Effect' and Europe’s Quest for Strategic Autonomy,” p. 38

% Pohle and Thiel, "Digital sovereignty," p.7



that these digital tools and power are shared, a situation that seems to have worked in the US
but is problematic in a European context. In this case it would not be a partnership between
the private and state level, but rather between the inter-state and private level, the EU seeks
sovereignty in planned dependence on companies. The state becomes an uncomfortable
middle level in this third particular tension within digital sovereignty, tying into a larger

discussion of regionalization and EU-integration and what the identity of the EU should be.*!

1.2 Research problem

Digital sovereignty represents a somewhat new way of thinking about and enacting
sovereignty, with new tools and ideas to ensure supremacy and autonomy, with possibilities
in the physical infrastructure, the cloud and the realization of data as a commodity. But there
are also the three principal aforementioned tensions. Principally states claim or desire digital
sovereignty in relation to other states, about being less dependent on them. But many
countries that claim digital sovereignty do so by having a dependence on a strong domestic
digital private industry. Countries then have outsourced aspects of sovereignty, creating a
version of sovereignty, at least in terms of external relations.*> But as shown, sometimes those
external relations also claim sovereignty, as in the case of the EU. It has been careful not to
use sovereignty before and has maintained its identity as a union of free trade and
cooperation, but in the digital sphere the EU speaks of sovereignty.* This again shows a
tension as to who can have digital sovereignty, what the role of the state is and if European
digital sovereignty truly is a break from neoliberalism and neoliberal governmentality.** The
aforementioned EuroStack is thus an interesting case of when the private sector is petitioning
the EU, with some EU support, for policies that claim to increase digital sovereignty.
EuroStack might threaten the sovereignty of the states in the EU, then entities that the term

has been so thoroughly otherwise related to, especially since the peace of Westphalia in

31 Sebastian Heidebrecht,“From Market Liberalism to Public Intervention: Digital Sovereignty and
Changing European Union Digital Single Market Governance,” Journal of common market studies 62,
no.1(2024):217

32 Paul R. Verkuil, Outsourcing Sovereignty: Why Privatization of Government Functions Threatens
Democracy and What We Can Do about It, (Cambridge University Press, 2007) p.2

33 Benjamin Farrand & Helena Carrapico, “Digital sovereignty and taking back control: from regulatory
capitalism to regulatory mercantilism in EU cybersecurity,” European Security, 31, no.3 (2022)

3 Luuk Schmitz and Timo Seidl, “As Open as Possible, as Autonomous as Necessary: Understanding
the Rise of Open Strategic Autonomy in EU Trade Policy,” Journal of common market studies 61, no.3
(2023)



1648.%> Though this is notably not the first time that European private industry has supported
the EU in diminishing the sovereignty of its member states, for example there was business
support for adopting the Euro.*® Regardless, EuroStack represents an intriguing case of how
digital sovereignty is proposed in practice and how the different actors in digital sovereignty
act. The research problem regards notions of digital sovereignty, considering geopolitical and
technological developments challenging and reinforcing notions of sovereignty between

states, in states and in international organizations.

EuroStack is also thought-provoking as it would be an analysis of a policy proposal prior to
concrete policy action, focusing more on ideas rather than practice. The scientific literature
has seemingly not fully investigated EU understandings in policy, partially due to a lack of
cases to look at. Prior to EuroStack only Gaia-X would seemingly qualify as a similar case
and it has been well studied. But even then, few have looked at how the EU actually
understands digital sovereignty as a concept that carries power. The conceptualization is
important to understand the larger level of understanding, especially since this case is
different from Gaia-X in that the originators are not the individual states but rather private
industry. In the EuroStack context, businesses, the EU and its member states all speak of
sovereignty. But what do they all actually mean when they refer to sovereignty? Is this an act
to further integrate the European states, enshrine business interests as instrumental to the EU

or something that can strengthen state sovereignty in the end?

The aim of this thesis is thus to contribute to the scientific literature with an underexplored
case, in which EU understanding is central, and to provide concrete insights into how the EU
understands the tensions in a concept that they are increasingly using with implications for

the future of the EU.

1.3 Research question

The identified research problem allows for the formulation of a research question to better
investigate the situation:

e How does the EU understand digital sovereignty??

3% Partel Piirimae, “The Westphalian myth and the idea of external sovereignty,” in Sovereignty in
Fragments : The Past, Present and Future of a Contested Concept, ed. Hent Kalmo and Quentin
Skinner (Cambridge University Press, 2010)

3 William Wallace, “The Sharing of Sovereignty: The European Paradox,” Political studies 47, no.3
(1999):516
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1.4 Disposition

This section is followed by a section on the previous research to give the reader increased
knowledge about the scientific background and to further show the relevance of my research
problem. Following this is the research design, introducing the theoretical framework based
on Fratini et al. followed by how this is complemented by the method of qualitative content
analysis. This section also discusses the material selection of the five texts, limitations of the
study, such as the choices of method, scope and theory, my positionality as researcher and the
practical operationalization of the theory and method. This leads to the actual analysis of the
texts, finding mostly support for state-based understandings and to a lesser extent
market-based understandings. Then a discussion of the analysis followed by conclusions of
how the EU seems to understand digital sovereignty as an area of security where the EU
should lead and take responsibility for other European states in collaboration with domestic

industry. This is followed by suggestions for further research.

2. Previous research

This section presents research that shows the development of digital sovereignty from the
discussions of sovereignty and some of the problems related to the concept. The section is
divided into five parts. The first part reviews how sovereignty was progressively applied to
the digital and what the modern concept entails. First presenting early texts that started to
think about how the concept was precarious in a digital context and how it, like traditional
sovereignty, became progressively tied to the state. The connection to the state includes both
control over digital infrastructure, such as chip production, and legislative power over digital
functions, such as content moderation. Over time the concept has developed further in
parallel with the changing world order and more traditional notions of sovereignty. In line
with the development of digital sovereignty as an analytical and practical concept, attention
has been given to the EU as an already interesting entity in regards to sovereignty and how
the EU has started to discuss EU digital sovereignty. Digital sovereignty is also impacted by
the relation to the private sector, which has always been an actor in questions of sovereignty,
but in the digital sphere many states are particularly dependent on private companies and the
case of EuroStack. The section concludes with a recap that highlights my thesis contribution

to the presented field.

11



2.1 Early sovereignty in regards to the digital

Even though digital sovereignty has its roots in Barlow's text declaring a sovereign internet,
the modern conceptualization instead refers to states extending their sovereignty to the
internet. The academic and governmental interest appears to have been mild, with some
exceptions,’” up to the Snowden revelations, a foreboding geopolitical shift.*® This can be
seen in seminal works such as Gourley's early conceptualization of cyber sovereignty with
regard to control of digital infrastructure.’® This was further expanded by Polatin-Reuben and
Wright with data sovereignty in relation to the BRICS countries in reaction to the Snowden
revelations, where data had been conceptualized as both a threat to national security and to
citizens' privacy.* Their paper was also early in taking the concerns of non-western nations

into account in addition to doing case studies on approaches to aspects of digital sovereignty.

Some other developments concern, for example, technological sovereignty in relation to IT
practice*' showing the interdisciplinary nature of studying digital sovereignty. The
conceptualization of indigenous data- and cyber-sovereignty also developed significantly
during this period due to the works by Duarte** as well as Kukutai and Taylor.* Both works
critically discuss the term sovereignty from an indigenous ontology in relation to the lived
reality of indigenous peoples. They discuss how indigenous people often have lacked
sovereignty over their own data and internet developments. Another important work from this
time is Mueller’s Will the Internet Fragment? : Sovereignty, Globalization and Cyberspace
on the subject of a potential breakup of the internet and questioning who has sovereignty over
cyberspace.* Though he does not really discuss the notion of digital sovereignty and

primarily builds on Barlow’s ideas® regarding the notion of governments imposing their

7 Timothy S. Wu, "Cyberspace sovereignty--the Internet and the international system," Harvard
Journal of Law & Technology 10, no.3 (1997)

% Dana Polatin-Reuben and Joss Wright, "An internet with {BRICS} characteristics: Data sovereignty
and the balkanisation of the internet," 4th USENIX Workshop on Free and Open Communications on
the Internet (2014)

% Stephen K. Gourley, “Cyber Sovereignty.” In Conflict and Cooperation in Cyberspace: The
Challenge to National Security, ed. Panayotis A. Yannakogeorgos and Adam Lowther (Taylor &
Francis, 2014)

40 Polatin-Reuben and Wright, "An internet with {BRICS} characteristics” p.3

41 Natalia Calderon Beltran, "Technological sovereignty: What chances for alternative practices to
emerge in daily IT use?," Hybrid. Revue des arts et médiations humaines 3 (2016)

42 Marisa Elena Duarte, Network sovereignty: Building the internet across Indian country, (University
of Washington Press, 2017)

43 Tahu Kukutai and John Taylor, Indigenous data sovereignty: Toward an agenda, (ANU press, 2016)
4 Milton Mueller, Will the Internet Fragment? : Sovereignty, Globalization and Cyberspace, (Polity
Press, 2017)

45 Barlow, “A declaration of the independence of cyberspace”

12



sovereignty online, preferring that sovereignty should be left to its individual users.*®
Similarly, Mueller echoes Polatin-Reuben and Wright*’ in discussing the development of a
fractured cyberspace. Both works, however, seem skeptical of balkanization or complete
fracturing, whilst they acknowledge the possibility of separate internets in different countries

and regions they deem such a development unlikely.*

2.2 Modern digital sovereignty

With the emergence of Covid-19 and the digitalized lives that were enforced as well as
growing tensions, it is no surprise that the interest in digital sovereignty increased. Though
there has been a reluctance to define digital sovereignty in a specific context, one discussed
aspect, however, is its relation to the adjacent concept of strategic autonomy. Bellanova et al.
see digital sovereignty as a form of strategic autonomy from both countries and companies
using both security policy and technology.* And as Roberts et al. show, the actors inside the
EU have kept the concept ambiguous.*® Instead, actors in the EU have used digital
sovereignty as a potential means to strategic autonomy. Timmers disagrees with this
assertion, whilst digital sovereignty is a contested concept, strategic autonomy is not.”!
Timmers traces the concept of strategic autonomy to its roots in French and Indian politics to
imply the means to achieve sovereignty, or “the capabilities, capacities, and control to decide
and act on essential aspects of our economy, society, and democracy.”** He also brings up
digital sovereignty as mistakenly called strategic autonomy, when he believes strategic
autonomy is mostly the aforementioned means but not the concept of being sovereign.>® He
also identifies four possible strategies for strategic autonomy in the digital arena; resilience,
autarky, strategic partnerships or global cooperation.> In another paper he notes strategic

autonomy as a dimension of digital sovereignty, combined with economic control, societal

6 Marcelo Rinesi, “Will the Internet Fragment?: Sovereignty, Globalization and Cyberspace,” review of
Will the Internet Fragment?: Sovereignty, Globalization and Cyberspace, by Milton Mueller,
Prometheus, 2017 p.164

47 Polatin-Reuben and Wright, "An internet with {BRICS} characteristics” p.6

48 Rinesi, “Will the Internet Fragment?: ” review of Will the Internet Fragment? by Mueller p.164
4 Bellanova et al. “Digital/sovereignty and European security integration,” p. 338

% Huw Roberts, et al., "Safeguarding European values with digital sovereignty: An analysis of
statements and policies," Internet Policy Review, Forthcoming (2021): 5

51 Paul Timmers, “Sovereignty in the digital age,” in Introduction to digital humanism, ed. Hannes
Werthner et al. (Springer, 2024) p.577

%2 |bid.

% |bid. p.580

% |bid. p.578
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trust and legitimacy.” Timmers’ strategies are similar to the models developed by Fratini et
al. who instead see digital sovereignty pursued in rights-based ways, state-based ways,
market-oriented ways or via centralisation.”® Both models are distinct from Couture and
Toupin's discussion on digital sovereignty as a sovereign cyberspace, tied to the state,
indigenous movements, other social movements or individual sovereignty.”” Pohle and Thiel's
work is crucial to understanding its modern usage, linking Barlow and Mueller's views to
cyberexceptionalism, that the internet is too different from the physical world to be governed
like it, in turn tying this to neoliberalism in pushing responsibilities to individuals.’® Similarly
they note how the dependence on companies in internet governance represents a threat to the
sovereignty of states as well as individual citizens.”® But most crucial for this thesis is another
aspect, showing how digital sovereignty can be used for state control and autonomy,
individual control or economic autonomy from foreign companies, citing Gaia-X as an
example.® This is an early example of focus on the EU and the discussions surrounding
Gaia-X is to an extent similar to the discussions surrounding EuroStack due to the policy

similarities.

2.3 Digital sovereignty and the EU

The academic focus regarding digital sovereignty has shifted quite clearly towards the EU,
although with different foci. This is a logical development due to the role of the EU and the
earlier literature on sovereignty in relation to the EU, as a sui generis actor. This has spawned
a new field of European integration studies, for example studying the roles of institutions®'
and identities® in European integration. But also how the EU impacts the sovereignty of its
member states, with significantly different views. Some, like Hobolt and de Vries® or

Wallace® view the EU as a pooling of sovereignty where some sovereignty is invested, or

% Lokke Moerel, and Paul Timmers, "Reflections on digital sovereignty," EU cyber direct, research in
focus series, 2021

% Fratini et al., "Digital sovereignty: A descriptive analysis and a critical evaluation of existing models,"
p.10

57 Stephane Couture, and Sophie Toupin, “What Does the Notion of ‘Sovereignty’ Mean When
Referring to the Digital?” New media & society 21, no.10 (2019):2315

%8 Pohle and Thiel, "Digital sovereignty" p.6

% Ibid. p.7

¢ |bid. pp.10-12

6 Mark A. Pollack, “The New Institutionalisms and European Integration,” in European integration
theory, ed. Antje Wiener and Thomas Diez, (Oxford University Press, 2009)
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pooled, to gain greater sovereignty and retain national identities. Their core argument is that
the EU is a distinct kind of political entity where states can pool aspects of their national
sovereignties, primarily regulatory and some legislative power to gain international
legitimacy and strengthen economic and border authority via cooperation. Others like
Verellen,” Kriesi,” Fligstein et al.” or Jachtenfuchs® rather see it as a transfer of sovereignty
from the state upwards, where national identities disrupt this transfer. Despite the unique role
of the EU, they largely argue that ultimately state sovereignty is gradually lost to the EU
which is increasingly becoming a supranational state. Regulations, laws and coordinated
cooperation increasingly make the EU the legitimate wielder of force, and decrease the
legitimacy of the state. Whilst another group of scholars such as earlier works by Wallace®
and Milward™ describe how the EU lessened the dependence on America post-WW?2 and
maintained the legitimacy of the state, thus strengthening member states sovereignty. They
recognize the unique role of the EU as a project that both gains power and grants legitimacy
to state power and relevance in an international context. In a way similar to the pooling
argument, but distinct in that it is argued that without the EU, states would have lost
sovereignty, and with the EU their sovereignty is strengthened. This is a more forceful
argument that reframes the EU from a pooling-mechanism to more of an engine for

sovereignty.

In the digital sphere, sovereignty has been used as a leitmotif for the development of the
single market representing “European values.””" Others discuss the implications of using the
sovereignty discourse for EU cybersecurity and resilience, claiming that EU digital
sovereignty is necessarily multi-level.”” Scholars like Farrand also describe the use of

discourse in combination with policies as mercantilism under the guise of strengthening
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‘European Sovereignty,” European papers 5, no.1 (2020):316
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security towards perceived threats.” 7* Glasze et al. also raise an interesting point by claiming
that digital sovereignty has become a buzzword, focusing on the EU as well as noticing the
individual and state levels of digital sovereignty.” In a more practical sense, Falkner et al.
investigate the correlation of the discourse surrounding digital sovereignty and the
development of related policies, finding more substantial policy change than discursive

change.”® None, however, look at a specific case where EU understanding is the focus.

2.4 Digital sovereignty and the private sector

Other scholars have continued to study responsibilities in sovereignty, often with an
EU-focus, reframing digital sovereignty as a conflict between states and companies rather
than a strictly geopolitical one.”” This echoes some earlier themes, such as data, and how it
acts as a product, as well as the dependence on large, mostly American companies, who are
in turn dependent on that data.”® Repeating discussions inherent to the concept of sovereignty,
where privatization and outsourcing of power are sometimes seen as damaging the
sovereignty of the state.” Similarly, these companies question the borders of the sovereign
state, for example regarding whose laws should be applied online and how map services such
as Google Earth need to decide where to draw borders.*® Where authors such as Resnik
describe how tech giants already in 2013 undertook functions previously understood as
belonging to the state.®' This is even more relevant today where American tech companies
have started to provide what some scholars call sovereignty-as-a-service, where states can
buy services that fulfill some requirements of sovereignty, though those companies ultimately
have control and power.®? Some authors thus argue that supranational solutions, such as the

EU, are required for states to remain legitimate as sovereigns when companies claim
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legitimacy as providers of security.® * Others believe that digital sovereignty and strategic
autonomy are threatened by global tech companies, in turn putting the normative and
economic power of the EU at odds with each other, both also impacted by the Brussels
effect.® 3 The Brussels effect refers to the global consequences of EU regulations. But as
Farrand and Carrapico noted, the EU has conceptualized European industry as necessary for
the EU's digital sovereignty, but it is unclear whether this is also the case when it is European

industry itself that is petitioning the EU, as in EuroStack.

Harcourt has written what is, to date, the only article I have found that addresses EuroStack in
relation to digital sovereignty, though he is focusing on how regulatory intermediaries such as
industry and unions impact EU policy on digital sovereignty. He found that most European
states acted out of national interest in support of their domestic actors and that European
digital sovereignty through EU protectionist policy and regulations can reaffirm national

sovereignty through divergent strategies and conflict.’

EuroStack, however, is only
mentioned briefly in the conclusion as an example of European industry supporting

protectionist policy.

2.5 My contribution

In conclusion, digital sovereignty has always been understood and used in different ways.
The discussions started with a sovereign cyberspace before shifting to questions of
dependence on companies as well as how those companies can reproduce territoriality in the
digital sphere. In the EU there are arguments ranging from a transfer of sovereignty, to a
pooling of sovereignty and that the EU saves its member states sovereignty. But there are also
distinct lapses in the literature. Whilst the literature has critically assessed the role of the EU
as a powerful actor that potentially threatens state sovereignty, the EU’s role when
collaborating with another potentially threatening actor in the private sector is underexplored.
Similarly, the discussions on the discourse have relied on broader models and cases rather

than sufficiently investigating how the EU actually understands the concept. The literature
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lacks this crucial starting point that can help guide and understand EU actions and policy, as
well as being a distinct exercise of power in and of itself. My contribution is thus primarily in
investigating EU understanding in a concrete policy context and having an explicit discussion
on the understanding in relation to the identity of the EU, towards the state and private
industry, as well as the underexplored case of EuroStack. This reiterates this thesis’s research

question, how does the EU understand digital sovereignty?

3. Theory

This thesis will be guided by the interpretivist approach of doing social research.
Interpretivism is a relatively wide approach and includes some key features such as
embracing mind-world monism by viewing the social world as socially constituted by shared
interpretations and meanings in language. Knowledge then needs to capture the meanings
people attach to human artifacts, whilst acknowledging that these meanings can change over
time and between people. In order to study and interpret the world, common features include
a dialogical approach to the research field and acknowledging the unique position of the
researcher.® These features demonstrate some of the central assumptions already made by

conducting research in the way that this study does.

This thesis is interested in how words are understood in social artifacts, such as documents or
speeches, since that is where the social world is constituted, whilst accounting for different
understandings for different people. The previous literature review serves three principal
purposes: to understand the concept, the field and the case. With this thesis I seek to
contribute to, and interact with the research field, without seeking to make any new
theoretical conclusions. When adopting such a view an acknowledgement of the role of the
researcher as contributing to constituting the social world is necessary. This is done via this
study, and these words reflect my interpretations of their understandings. By assuming the
validity of Fratini et al.’s identified manifestations I provide further legitimacy to them and
assist in reifying them. Since I am basing my theoretical framework on their analysis I

inevitably make those versions of digital sovereignty more real.

8 Peregrine Schwartz-Shea and Dvora Yanow, Interpretive Research Design : Concepts and
Processes, (Routledge, 2012) pp.42-3
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The actual theoretical framework is based on the recognition of the multiplicity of
understandings of sovereignty, and even more so digital sovereignty. Given this fact it would
be very difficult to explain or understand how a crucial actor such as the EU understands a
term as complex as digital sovereignty without a shared definitional starting point. This thesis
thus recognizes the literature review done by Fratini et al. as a highly useful framework.
Especially for understanding EU understandings in the specific case of EuroStack due to its
grounding in the broader scientific literature that they review and their recognition of the
conceptual plurality. Their framework is also well-suited to spell out some of the underlying
tensions that this thesis focuses on, mainly considering the approaches’ different attitudes to

private industry and ties to national security.

The actual theoretical framework consists of four categories, what Fratini et al. refer to as
“Rights-based,” “State-based,” “Centralisation” and “Market-oriented” approaches.* These
are mutually exclusive categories, though include significant overlaps, all for example
include protection against cybercrime. This can make a strict categorization more difficult,
since expressions can fit several categorizations which prompts a method of elimination
where aspects of the expressions are measured against the total category based on the full
table in Fratini et al..”® Categorizing the texts helps to reveal what understandings are
expressed and can showcase different approaches to other states, the role of the EU and

private companies.

They describe the “Rights-based model” as consisting of: a respect for fundamental rights of
internet users, citing GDPR as an example. A balanced approach to the power of the domestic
industry which is sometimes in conflict with the aforementioned fundamental rights. For
example utilizing regulation and stimulating innovation whilst not supporting the domestic
industry at the same time. This culminates in the assertion that state sovereignty is necessarily

over corporations, not only the domestic ones.”!

The “State-based model” is described as consisting of: a blurred distinction of the public and
private sectors, increased self-reliance and to a much larger extent than other models; state

sovereignty through its domestic companies. The most fitting country according to Fratini et

8 Fratini et al., "Digital sovereignty” p.5
% |bid.
% Ibid. p.10
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al. is China. For example seen in prohibiting foreign companies and supporting the domestic
ones and focusing heavily on digital innovation as central to the survival of the state. Similar
to the Centralisation model, states following the state-based model conceive of cyberspace as
an extension of their physical territory, foreign solutions are thus a threat to the state's

territorial integrity.”

Followed by the “centralisation model” which includes: the exclusion of non-state actors in
decision-making and powerful regulation manifesting a strong state sovereignty over its
domestic corporations whilst desiring digital self-sufficiency. Similar to the forthcoming
“market-oriented model” the national security framing is common in this approach, especially
regarding control over data. As an extension of this, states following this model, such as
Russia, often desire state control, or sovereignty, over a part of cyberspace, seeing it as an
extension of their territory, also tying the pursuit of digital sovereignty to traditional territorial

sovereignty.”

Lastly the “market-oriented model” consists of: a tilted balance of the power of private
industry in conflict with fundamental rights, favoring laissez-faire as ultimately creating
private self-regulation, referring mainly, but not exclusively, to US policy. They note how this
can be a part of a security-frame where states seek to favor the standing of domestic
companies on the market via hurting foreign companies and seeking state expansionism by
influencing other countries via domestic companies. Digital sovereignty is essentially

achieved by having a strong domestic private sector.”

3.1 Operationalization

Category of Digital Sovereignty Coding scheme

Rights-based Emphasizing the rights of individuals and
users as the manifestation of sovereignty
with a balanced approach to the domestic
private sector, often favoring regulation.
Keywords: User, individual, rights, balance,

regulation
State-based Emphasizing digital sovereignty as an
% |bid. p.16
% |pid. p.14
% |bid. p.12
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extension of territorial sovereignty where
the domestic companies are incorporated
into the state’s manifestation of sovereignty,
prioritizing self-sufficiency, propagating
norms internally, regulating foreign
companies and placing the digital sphere in
a security context.

Keywords: Self-sufficiency, norms, values,
regulation, security

Centralisation

Emphasizing digital sovereignty as an
unequal partnership between the state and
its domestic companies, together trying to
achieve national self-sufficiency with state
control and censorship of the digital sphere,
sometimes also using regulations. Also
placing the digital sphere in a security
context.

Keywords: Self-sufficiency, control,
censorship, security, regulation

Market-based

Emphasizing digital sovereignty as a strong
domestic private sector that push values of
free trade and laissez-faire, believing that
competition strengthens digital sovereignty
and propagates the states values better,
whilst also viewing the competition as a
question of security.

Keywords: Laissez-faire, competition,
self-regulation, free trade, security, values,
norms

Table 3.1 Theoretical categories and the coding scheme

4. Method

This thesis uses the method of qualitative content analysis (QCA) but borrows from the

discursive approach to policy analysis as well. QCA is a broad method for inferring meaning

from a text and includes several more specific methods, where I have chosen to apply as

referred to by Mayring, a structuring textual analysis.”” A structuring textual analysis differs

in its goals and is a fundamentally different way of interpreting text from other forms of

QCA, seeking to extract a theoretically based structure from the material. Other variants

% Philipp Mayring, Qualitative Content Analysis: A Step-by-Step Guide (Sage Publications, 2021), 72
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prefer to summarize or explain the texts, both fit the research problem less.” I am mainly
interested in making an empirical investigation of how the EU understands the concept
“digital sovereignty.” I believe this is most effectively done by comparing the material to
established categories, or ideal-types, that provide a point of reference for the specific
understanding in that case. Summarizing the texts would remove the texts from their broader
contexts and how understandings in the specific case are necessarily related to already
existing knowledge. The explaining approach could perhaps also work, but would require
much stronger arguments by the researcher in what the text means, in contrast to my goal of

understanding the different ways the EU understands the concept.

The discursive aspect reflects my position as an interpretivist researcher and serves to make
explicit how I understand the world and the analyzed texts. I agree with Foucault and later
researchers that discourse as a broader social phenomenon is a site where knowledge is
produced, as well as that this knowledge is an expression of power.”” Taking such a position
is crucial to differentiate this thesis from other strands of policy analysis that believe in
rational choice and finding objective knowledge. These positions are greatly at odds with my
stated research problem that inherently accepts the subjectivity of actors as consumers and
producers of knowledge that they interpret and reproduce. How the EU understands digital
sovereignty is dependent on what knowledge they have consumed and how they have
interpreted it. To study their understanding this thesis must look at the knowledge that the EU

produces.”®

However, it is also very important to keep in mind that such an approach to policy analysis is
case-specific, as interpretivist research often is.” The EU understanding of digital
sovereignty in relation to EuroStack does not necessarily say anything about how the EU
understands the concept more broadly. Though I argue that the findings still illuminate how
digital sovereignty particularly illustrates the problematic nature of sovereignty today given

the largely non-physical character of the digital realm and powerful non-state actors.

% Ibid.

% Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume |, trans. Robert Hurley (Vintage,
1990)

% Anna Durnova et al., “Discursive Approaches to Public Policy: Politics, Argumentation, and
Deliberation,” in Contemporary Approaches to Public Policy: Theories, Controversies and
Perspectives, eds. B. Guy Peters and Philippe Zittoun (Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2016)

% Dwora, Yanow, “Interpretation in Policy Analysis: On Methods and Practice,” Critical Policy Studies
1, no.1 (2007)
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The study started with a keyword search for “sovereignty” in the aforementioned sources
since there are some variations of the term that refers to the discourse on digital
sovereignty.'” The paragraphs that directly mention “sovereignty” in relation to the digital
thus constitute the analytical units. The material will then be analyzed according to the
theoretical framework. Looking at the analytical unit and placing it in an analytical category
based on present keywords or similar expressions. Sometimes this follows a method of
elimination when the analytical unit contains keywords or expressions that fit several

categories.

4.1 Material

This thesis looks at five different sources to account for intertextuality and provide a more
comprehensive picture. These are all primary sources since what I seek to study is how the
EU understands digital sovereignty. Establishing how the EU understands something is
almost impossible since it is a large organization with different parts that don’t always agree.
To make this more feasible the European Commission is identified as the key actor in EU
policy and action. The European Council is more nationally tied and the European parliament
as well with a significant degree of politicization. Whereas the commissioners are expected to
work on behalf of the EU and no longer strictly represent the member states’ interests. The
European Commission is thus for the purposes of this thesis treated as the voice of the EU,
whilst acknowledging the problems with treating a part as representative of a heterogeneous

actor.

All secondary sources would inherently introduce an additional interpretive layer since they
would not be written by the EU and would thus disrupt the core argument of the thesis. The
collection of material started with identifying the EuroStack white paper as the central
document on EuroStack’s website. Following this I searched for “EuroStack” on the
Publications Office of the EU and looked through the documents for whether they referred to
the EuroStack initiative discussed in this thesis as well as whether they also used digital
sovereignty. To further understand EU understanding, as central to the research problem, I
look at EuroStack’s official LinkedIn account and identity instances when they refer to
statements or posts made by Ursula von der Leyen, Virkkunen or the Commission. These

posts are indicative of how the EU understands digital sovereignty tied to EuroStack,

1% Pohle and Thiel, "Digital sovereignty" p.6
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regardless of the mention of EuroStack, the response from EuroStack ties the texts together.
EuroStack communicates frequently on LinkedIn and it is thus a natural site for intertextual
connections, and when EuroStack does this connection to the given text, whilst not originally
about EuroStack, the text has its understanding of digital sovereignty put in relation to the

EuroStack initiative.

The sources that I will consult are: EuroStack’s own white paper as a baseline point of
reference, the foundational document for the case and primary referent point when the other
sources are speaking of EuroStack. Two documents from the Publications office of the EU,
one written by the Directorate-General (DG) for Parliamentary Research Services (EPRS)
and one by the European University Institute (EUI). These documents are the only two EU
publications at present to mention the EuroStack-initiative explicitly and their understandings
are intertextually linked to the EuroStack white paper. The first document reveals the
attitudes held towards the European Parliament, the second represents an independent
institute that is tied to the EU. Both are interpreted as implicitly revealing aspects of EU
understanding since they are published by the Commission, even though not directly
published by Commissioners. Commission president Ursula von der Leyen and executive
vice-president Henna Virkkunen have never referenced EuroStack in their speeches and
documents as found on the Commission's website, although Virkkunen noted it once in a
response to a letter from MEPs, though this is not publicly accessible online at present.'®' The
texts I gathered from the EuroStack LinkedIn include Ursula von der Leyen SOTU 2025,'*
the Draghi report as well as an unsourced statement of support from Virkkunen, which thus
cannot be analyzed in a scientific way.'” The Draghi report is also produced independently
from the Commission but Draghi is a notable EU figure and the report is very discussed in
EU circles and is thus interpreted as also revealing aspects of EU understandings. Ursula von
der Leyen’s SOTU 2025 is the most obvious source in revealing the attitudes of the European

Commission and EU as she is the current president of the commission.

4.2 Limitations

Whilst this study attempts to investigate and understand how the EU understands digital

sovereignty in the context of EuroStack, my design entails some limitations. The research

%" Henna Virkkunen, Response to letter on Achieving Tech Sovereignty
192 EyroStack, LinkedIn, 10/2025.
198 EuroStack, LinkedIn, 11/2025.
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question limits my study to EU understanding as the, in my opinion, most central actor in this
case, necessarily excluding the understandings of private industry and EU member states.
Here identified further as the European Commission. Whilst necessary to maintain a scope
feasible within the constraints of this thesis, it misses how other actors understand digital
sovereignty, likely yielding intriguing comparisons. I have partially addressed this via the
EuroStack white paper, written by private industry, included to provide some intertextuality

and contrast, though this is not sufficient to fully grasp business understandings.

Following this, my theory is limited to the categorizations developed by one group of
researchers, which limits what digital sovereignty can be described as in this study. Other
theoretical underpinnings could change the study quite significantly; drawing on
governmentality theory could focus on the EU as a neoliberal actor and how digital
sovereignty relates to sovereign power, or applying a biopolitical framework to understand
how digital sovereignty interacts with the governing of bodies and populations. Alternatively
framing or the action-coalition framework could be interesting to foreground the relevant
framing or policymaking and interactions of actors. The chosen method also limits the study
to a subset of texts that I have deemed important, a quantitative content analysis could
perhaps provide a broader context and more clearly demonstrate the frequency and usage of
digital sovereignty. I am also limited by my interpretations of these texts and I cannot
guarantee that my reading is fully in line with the original author’s intentions. Which is a gap
that interviews and focus groups could address. Discourse or narrative analyses could further
explore the discourse surrounding digital sovereignty or the existing narratives that this thesis
does not fully explore. Despite these limitations I still believe that my thesis does provide
crucial value in its focus on specific texts, in this highly relevant case in a world that

increasingly speaks of and enacts digital sovereignty.

4.3 Positionality

Considering the interpretivist approach to this research problem, it would be prudent of me to
reflect briefly on my positionality as a researcher in this case and how my identity has
impacted the analysis. Two central aspects are that my father is involved in EuroStack and
one of the co-authors of the EuroStack white paper that is analyzed and that partially due to
this, and personal convictions, I am in favor of initiatives such as EuroStack and further EU

integration. This has probably influenced my analysis of the material by making
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interpretations more favourable to EuroStack and the EU. However, I have done my best to
consider all cases of digital sovereignty from the table presented in the previous section,
trying to ask the material openly what is being expressed rather than imposing predetermined
conclusions, though I may of course have misinterpreted or missed certain aspects due to my

bias.

Further bias could emerge from the limited time and scope of the project, creating a sort of
selection bias, probably making me select sources that are easily accessible and fairly easy to
analyze. Further bias might emerge from the theoretical and methodological architecture of
this study. By relying on Fratini et al.’s categorization, Pohle and Thiels definition,
privileging elite institutional texts and treating heterogeneous actors as a unified “EU,” I risk
reifying certain understandings and marginalizing others and ascribing opinions tied to the

European Commission to all of the EU.

5. Analysis

The analysis is structured into five parts, one for each text. Each part includes relevant quotes
and an analysis of which categorization is most suitable based on the keywords and

descriptions provided by Fratini et al.
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5.1 The EuroStack white paper

The notion of digital sovereignty is somewhat complex in the EuroStack white paper.
Surprisingly, the main understanding seems to be state-based, though with some overlap, for
example regarding the security framing, sometimes utilizing metaphors. One example is that
Europe needs a “Weapon in the quest for its own sovereign digital capabilities... not served
just by US gatekeepers and hyperscalers...”'* Digital sovereignty is not a problem to solve
with a tool, but rather a conflictual relationship where weapons are needed, a quite militarized
framing. The passage also refers to “US gatekeepers” standing in the way of European
progress, Europe must bypass them with its “weapon.” This is expanded in regard to
responding to US companies providing services: “The European public sector has been
entirely conquered by US hyperscalers...[providing] ‘sovereign’ services. This is nothing
more than ‘sovereignty-washing’... It is plainly absurd that European citizens speak to the
EC... on a Microsoft Teams application.”'® Here this is not framed as strongly in security
terms, though those concerns still seem prevalent. US “hyperscalers” have “conquered” the
European public sector. Referring to US companies as hyperscalers also imagines them as
powerful and problematic gatekeepers, standing in the way of European digital sovereignty.
Similarly, the concept of “sovereignty washing” ties to another concept, akin to framing, in
washing something in a coat of paint, or a superficial veneer to fulfill a goal. Whilst here
invoked in relation to sovereignty, US companies claim to provide digitally sovereign
services, though it is according to the authors just a label, the true power remains in the US,

cementing the conflictual framing.

Later a funding proposal is referred to as “Fuel for Europe’s tech autonomy. The goal should

be to assemble a meaningful war chest...”'%

where tech autonomy as adjacent to sovereignty
is imagined like an engine of sorts, that needs money to work. Referring to the collection of
funds as creating a “war chest” is thought-provoking. It is again reinforcing the framing of
security, money is both fuel and crucial to fight this war for sovereignty, strengthening the
militarized framing, Fratini et al. makes clear, such a framing is prevalent in all but the

rights-based approach.

194 EuroStack - The white paper p.4
1% |pid. p.8
19 |pid. p.20
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Further supporting my argument there is seemingly a preference for self-sufficiency. For
example claiming that “Europe can no longer alone adhere to free trade...” and that
“Europe’s tech sovereignty is a matter of national security and actual sovereignty.”'"’ In this
quote speaking of tech sovereignty and actual sovereignty is useful, if the EU desires
sovereignty, it needs to also change its trade and tech policies. Further preference for some
degree of self-sufficiency can also be seen regarding the “targeted use of public funds to
support Europe’s autonomy and security where... ‘sovereignty’ is an explicit benefit.”'®® This
quote also demonstrates the connection made between self-sufficiency and security. The
foreign and even the foreign private sector are threats and regulation outwards is especially
needed. Further regarding the EuroStack-fund, described as a “sovereign fund-of-funds.”'?”
The EU then acts as a “limited partner or co-investor,” guiding and cooperating with
investment funds. This case is distinct from the rest of the document as sovereignty is
ascribed to the fund in and of itself, more as a signifier of hierarchy and authority. But
regardless, it is part of the argument about investing in the domestic private sector as an
aspect of achieving digital sovereignty. Though this is shared by centralisation and
market-based approaches, these do not fit as neatly here. As is seen especially in the funding
question, the movement towards sovereignty is shared; the lines between the public and
private are further blurred. Digital sovereignty is envisioned through companies, rather than
over them. Similarly, there is no desire to constrain corporate power, rather corporate power
from the correct countries is seemingly argued to be strengthened. Which is in rather stark
contrast to the centralisation category. Furthermore, the explicit rejection of free trade in the

first quote of this paragraph is antithetical to the market-based approach.

Adding to this there is a further distance to the rights-based approach in seeking to regulate,
whilst simultaneously encouraging, digital innovation. Take for example when used in a
critique of EU practice, “Spending has been spread across a vast number of projects... and
99110

recently embracing the hype on ‘disruptive technologies’ as our sole path to sovereignty.

That shows a critique of which kinds of digital innovation that is encouraged.

What somewhat complicates the categorization is the complex relationship to norms and the

territorialization of cyberspace. The text does not espouse a desire to cut off Europe from the

107 |bid. p.7
108 |bid. p.3
199 |bid. p.19
10 |bid. p.14
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world but still desires a so-called sovereign infrastructure for the state’s sensitive data.
Europe’s best tool, among others, to achieve “sovereign digital capabilities” is argued to be
the internal market, and creating conditions for a "Sovereign, expanding European digital
infrastructure..." to serve “our digital needs.”""! There is also an apparent discordance
between the various uses of sovereignty here, in that the first usage speaks of sovereign
infrastructure for the state’s data, whereas the later talks of European sovereignty. This
illuminates the research problem, here sovereignty is conceived of as a European endeavor,
but still subservient to the states’ needs, the issue of national vs. supranational sovereignty is
spelled out clearly and in a somewhat contradictory manner. There is a demand for a distinct
European digital infrastructure, but not necessarily a distinct European cyberspace. Related to
this, the paper acknowledges the perpetuation of norms and values in digital infrastructure,
for example envisioning a “vibrant EuroStack: a homegrown digital infrastructure and
ecosystem that underpins European sovereignty, prosperity and values in the digital age.”"'?
But the values seem to be mainly for Europe, in Europe, rather than exporting them outside of
Europe. Somewhat in line with the state-based approach in prioritizing the interior but the

value in exporting values seems to be, perhaps purposely, ignored.

5.2 Al governance and the EU’s strategic role in 2025 - EUI
brief

In the policy brief by the EUI, EuroStack is mentioned in passing:

The EU’s soft power is also under strain. The EuroStack initiative, an industry-proposed sovereign digital

infrastructure... has not yet materialised. Although the EU has committed to... cloud sovereignty, it still lacks

globally competitive firms... Europe has limited access to foundational models.'"

It is difficult to make a strong case for how they understand digital sovereignty in the specific
context due to the limited sample size, but this seems most in line with the market-based
approach. For example, the quote shows a clear interest in using domestic companies to
create EU soft power, i.e. exporting EU values and norms. This is also an aspect of the
state-based approach but here the interest seems to be mainly outwards, using soft power

against others, rather than towards the domestic population. This is also a quite clear

" EuroStack - The white paper https://eurostack.eu/the-white-paper/ p.4

12 |bid. p.21

3 Marta Cantero Gamito, “Al governance and the EU’s strategic role in 2025,” European University
Institute, 2025 p.6
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distinction from the EuroStack white paper which also somewhat values norms, but
seemingly with the inverse purpose in centering inwards projection of norms. Further, this
policy brief seems somewhat critical of projects such as EuroStack and thus in effect
somewhat critical of interventionist measures. Still, the text places companies as instrumental
to EU cloud sovereignty and thus retains the private sector in its version of digital
sovereignty. But in contrast to the EuroStack white paper, the policy brief seems to conceive
of sovereignty as less achieved together with companies, and rather by using those
companies. This also separates from the state-based approach that seeks to blur the line
between the public and private, instead nearing the rights-based or centralisation models in
manifesting sovereignty over the corporations. Unlike the EuroStack white paper, the security
framing is much weaker here, though the text still affirms that having digital sovereignty thus
implies power in a geopolitical arena. This refers back to Westphalian sovereignty in
territorial sovereignty in a geopolitical arena, and relating sovereignty to domestic primacy
when companies are framed as tools rather than partners. Another interesting detail is noting
Silicon Valley and Beijing as threats that the EU needs an alternative from, not spelling out
US and China, this could perhaps indicate that at least in the US case the problem for the EU
is with the tech companies, not who sits in Washington. One last point is that digital
sovereignty here seems to be on a mostly EU-level and in EU-led collaboration with globally
competitive firms. Though the text also ties EU aspirations for sovereignty to what Europe

has access to, indicating an openness to EU sovereignty over Europe.

5.3 A European news streaming platform - EPRS report

The study by the EPRS about a European news streaming platform (ENSP) mentions
EuroStack more and seems more positive, “In order to decrease the EU's reliance on big US
technology companies and foreign technologies, and to strengthen European technological
sovereignty... It is recommended that the ENSP aligns with the EuroStack initiative.”'!*
Similar to the EUI policy brief, the single coupling of EuroStack and digital sovereignty,
though not noted explicitly, makes it difficult to definitively place the text's understanding in
an analytical category. From this mention the text seems to understand digital sovereignty in
a somewhat state-based fashion, mainly due to two factors. First, the support for a more

self-sufficient polity, whether it is the EU or Europe that should be self-reliant is left vague.
Second, by supporting a blurring of the lines between the public and private, with support for

14 Bleyer-Simon et al., “A European news streaming platform” p.60
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EuroStack the text seems to agree with the idea that "European technological sovereignty”
can be strengthened through domestic companies, rather than seeking to simultaneously enact
sovereignty over them. However, there are some problems with this categorization as well,
there is a lack of interest in values and norms that make up a large part of the state-based
categorization, and also further distances the text from the market-based approach. Perhaps
most notably, this text has the weakest security framing in all of the analyzed texts,
something that could point to a rights-based approach. Though there are few other indicators
of this text being part of such an approach, the section puts little emphasis on the individual,
their rights and regulation of even the domestic companies. Similarly, whilst desiring
self-sufficiency could also point to a centralisation-approach, the security-framing is notably

absent as well as any demands for hard regulations and censorship.

5.4 The 2025 State of the Union Address - Ursula von der

Leyen speech

Moving to the SOTU, Ursula von der Leyen speaks of digital sovereignty in relation to
funding:

We have many high potential startups in key technologies like quantum, Al or biotech. As they grow, the limited
availability of risk capital forces them to turn to foreign investors. ...it jeopardises our tech sovereignty. This is

why the Commission will partner with private investors on a multi-billion-euro Scaleup Europe Fund... And

later today I will meet CEOs from some of the largest European tech champions... This is their commitment to

invest in Europe's tech sovereignty.'®

Whilst invoking “tech sovereignty” twice, the text still seems quite distinct from the
identified analytical categories. Overall, the closest approach is the state-based one. Though
distinct from the previous texts, Ursula von der Leyen still seems to see digital sovereignty as
not necessarily superior over domestic companies, but rather that they can contribute and take
part in creating digital sovereignty for the EU or Europe. Though there is a caveat here, by
not naming EuroStack when proposing highly similar policies, whether consciously or not,
Ursula von der Leyen delegitimizes the initiative and instead initiates an EU-led inclusion of
these companies. The text thus seems to imply that sovereignty is achieved, at least partially,

through domestic companies, whereas the subtext hints at a view of sovereignty superior to

15 von der Leyen, “2025 State of the Union Address”
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the domestic companies. The subtext could thus be more rights-based or similar to
centralisation. An argument could be made then that since a degree of self-sufficiency is
promoted, the actual understanding is more like centralisation. But there is also a missing
demand for regulations on companies or content, as well as a rather weak security-framing,
for example not invoking the term ‘security’ in this section. Though speaking of foreign
investors that jeopardizes sovereignty still marks a view of the digital and tech as part of a
geopolitical conflict where the EU or Europe is under threat. This points somewhat to a
rights-based approach, though a discussion on the individual and rights is notably absent as
well. Returning to the proposed categorization into the state-based approach, there is a
problem in that the text is not particularly interested in values or norms, the concrete benefits

of digital or tech sovereignty are left unexplored by the text.

5.5 The future of European competitiveness - The Draghi report

The Draghi report predates EuroStack but proposes similar policies and encourages EU
collaboration with the private sector. Despite extensive referring to sovereignty, the report
does not fit neatly into any of the categories either, here the market-based approach seems
most applicable. This is mainly due to three factors in combination: an explicit
security-framing, a view of digital sovereignty as enacted via companies and a desire for less
regulation. First, regarding the security-framing, which is also the main difference from the
rights-based approach. This text is notable for speaking a lot about human rights, but not in
relation to sovereignty. The ties between digital sovereignty and security can be seen in, for

example:

It is important that EU companies maintain a foothold in areas where technological sovereignty is required, such
as security and encryption (‘sovereign cloud’ solutions)... SMEs on both sides of the Atlantic should benefit

from the same easing of regulatory burdens for small companies that is proposed above.''®

Though as previously noted, the security-framing only narrows the categorization slightly.
The same quote also highlights the rejection of regulations that all other approaches desire,
with an explicit connection to the procurement of sovereignty. Here also not as antagonistic
to American enterprise, easing some regulations can be beneficial for all, putting more faith

into self-regulation and competition to produce sovereignty. Sovereignty is also not seen as

16 Mario Draghi, “The future of European competitiveness Part A | A competitiveness strategy for
Europe,” European Commission p.24
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enacted over companies, but rather through them like in the state-based approach. The
market-based approach is not as vocal on how sovereignty is shared with the market-based
actors. This approach to companies can be coupled with a desire for self-sufficiency,
“However, for reasons of European sovereignty, the EU should ensure that it has a
competitive domestic industry that can meet the demand for ‘sovereign cloud’ solutions.”'"’
Notably this quote also refers to competitiveness, a word again tied to the market-based
approach, which also fits with the category’s security-framing. And desiring a strong

domestic industry is also part of the market-based approach.

A degree of self-sufficiency and de-regulation are seemingly not at odds in this proposal. The
aspect of self-sufficiency also reveals the attitude of this report in relation to the role of the
EU, quotes such as: “Member States have so far been unable or unwilling to conduct overall
consolidation and integration of the EU's defense industrial base... mainly due to concerns
related to national sovereignty and autonomy...”""* Spelling out the conflict between national
sovereignty and an EU, or in other quotes, European sovereign entity. Further, one of the
main differences from the pure market-based ideal type is the absence of coupling
sovereignty with values and norms, despite speaking, to some extent, about them the text
does not connect it to sovereignty. The picture is not wholly clear cut, however; “More
recently, several Member States have promoted ‘secure’ cloud setups... (‘sovereign cloud’
solutions). These set-ups, while not fully ‘sovereign’ technologically... are Europe’s
second-best available option today for data security and territorial sovereignty.”"" Quotes like
these reveal a degree of territorialization of the internet; here territorial sovereignty is
explicitly linked to digital sovereignty; the digital world is hence an extension of the
territorial one. Being more akin to the world-view held by state-based and

centralisation-approaches.

Document Understanding of digital sovereignty

The EuroStack white paper State-based

Al governance and the EU’s strategic role in | Market-based
2025 - EUI brief

"7 Mario Draghi, “The future of European competitiveness Part A” p.34

8 Mario Draghi, “The future of European competitiveness Part B | In-depth analysis and
recommendations,” European Commission p.162

"9 Mario Draghi, “The future of European competitiveness Part B” p.77
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A European news streaming platform - State-based
EPRS report

2025 State of the Union Address - Ursula State-based
von der Leyen speech

The future of European competitiveness - Market-based
The Draghi report

Table 5.1 Overview of documents and their respective categorisation

6. Discussion

The analysis reveals some important aspects of EU understanding. Viewing the material
through the lens of the expressions of digital sovereignty identified by Fratini et al. proved
effective for grasping the slightly differently expressed understandings in the material. The
analysis revealed a perhaps surprisingly unified understanding of digital sovereignty, firstly
shown in the prevalence of the state-based model, with only the EUI brief and the Draghi
report differing, though still sharing some similarities with regards to norms and a security

framing respectively.

All sources place digital sovereignty as a project that should be led by the EU and conducted
at either an EU or European level. This, however, reveals something of a contradiction where
the material, being unclear about the extent of digital sovereignty, reflects a problem with
contested concepts at multiple levels. Such contradictory notions and usages can produce
consequences for states both within and outside of the EU, regarding for example EU
expansion. That these understandings contradict each other between artifacts such as the
EuroStack white paper and the SOTU is perhaps not surprising, since they reflect two
different parties, yet the same contradictory notions exist in the Draghi report. However, the
Draghi report can also be seen as a different actor, and this is part of the problem with

treating the EU, here as the European Commission as one actor.

It is, however, notable that this contradictory understanding, of actions for all of Europe or
only the EU, is the clearest contradiction that exists within the same sources. All sources are
at least open to digital sovereignty as a European project, which is interesting because it hints
at a common conceptualization of digital sovereignty, as open to EU expansion or expansion

of power. The relative difference of the Draghi report is thought-provoking, and could be
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caused by multiple factors. One aspect is that the report's stated goal is competitiveness,
which might make the convergence with the market-based model more seamless. It is also
noteworthy that it was written at a different time from the other texts, delivered in full in
September 2024, whereas all other texts were published during 2025. Whilst the time periods
are not substantially different, US-EU relations became increasingly strained during 2025 and
the difference in tone and understanding could be based on a clearer distancing from the US.
It could also be, like above, a problem from treating the texts as representative of the same

EU, but still this example shows that in the EU context quite strong differences exist.

Based on this, the analysis raises questions surrounding the usefulness of the theory. Fratini et
al.’s model is useful for mapping how different actors understand digital sovereignty with
regard to framing, the relation to companies and regulation. However, when looking at a set
of material like this, the prevalence of only two approaches perhaps reveals a flaw. Though
the categories are distinct, in a single case they are perhaps too wide and overlapping, making
conclusions muddy. Similarly, regarding the extent of digital sovereignty, whilst Fratini et al.
do speak of the EU, my analysis shows a flaw in the framework. The different categories are
not sufficiently codified in whether they can be pooled or transferred as such. The ubiquity of
interchanging Europe and the EU in the material might just be a way to vary the language or
reflect that the EU to a large extent covers Europe. However, it is also just a large extent,
when speaking of digital sovereignty with an unclear reach, it puts European non-EU
countries in an uncomfortable position, rhetorically. It seems like a desire from the EU to
expand to cover all of Europe. That the EU would like to expand is however not a secret,
though in what sequence events will occur is not clear, or whether they will occur at all. If the
EU, via initiatives like EuroStack, provides a variant of digital sovereignty for non-EU
European countries that could be a step to EU expansion and perhaps integration. Otherwise,
if such digital sovereignty is conditional, EU accession could be a demand to take part in a

digitally sovereign umbrella.

Further, Fratini et al. describe EU policy as most in line with the rights-based approach. Such
a tie does not receive support from this study, whilst influences do exist, mainly in the EUI
brief, the EPRS study and the SOTU, many aspects were lacking. It is unclear if this is due to
a change in EU policy, a discrepancy between policy and rhetoric or different executions. In
addition, it is not entirely surprising that the centralisation-model was unpopular, but this

could also be due to how I have interpreted the terms. That the model is based on the Russian
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system probably partially explains why the EU is hesitant to use such terms. But also, the
strong emphasis on control and censorship, though still present in the state-based model, is
quite antithetical to the identity the EU has constructed. Instead, blurring the lines between
the public and private, rather than control, is in my opinion more in line with the fairly strong
corporatist legacy in the EU member states. Furthermore, the categorization of state-based
was often the best fit, but never a perfect fit. The Fratini et al. framework would then
seemingly benefit from subcategories or establishing more approaches, since these proved

somewhat unsuited to modern discourse surrounding digital sovereignty.

Another difference, or contradictory notion, relates to the extent to which digital sovereignty
is an extension of territorial sovereignty or not. Only the Draghi report and the EuroStack
white paper connect the two explicitly. It is however notable that the other sources also use
digital sovereignty in a similar way that relates to the framing, sometimes becoming
securitized and militarized. Within these frames, digital sovereignty is the goal in a struggle
between nations and foreign companies, without which the EU, or Europe, lacks primarily
international autonomy, and to some extent also domestic primacy. Also interestingly putting
digital sovereignty in an area of state competency, rather than a more strictly EU context.
Dependence on foreign companies is always described as a problem, though Ursula von der
Leyen seems most open to some external presence remaining. The texts seem united in that
the EU, or Europe, should be able to exercise power and control in the digital without
worrying about foreign interests and to act autonomously outside of Europe. This also reveals
another consistent aspect: all sources include domestic companies as part of the solution,
being described as tools for strengthening digital sovereignty. All texts seem to accept a
non-monopoly on violence, since control over data and digital infrastructure is not directly
controlled by the sovereign entity of the EU, or Europe. Enshrining business interests appears
as instrumental to digital sovereignty, digital sovereignty cannot feasibly be created without

them, the texts claim.

Though there is difference even in this, the EuroStack white paper and the EPRS study seem
to imagine the EU, or Europe, and companies at a somewhat equal footing, both crucial
partners in joint sovereignty and in line with the stated goals of the authors of the EuroStack
white paper. Whereas the SOTU and the EUI study are more dismissive, or indicative of EU
leadership, the industry is needed, but the private sector should be subservient. These findings

reflect a contradiction in EU understandings of digital sovereignty, where despite not
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explicitly tying digital sovereignty and territorial sovereignty, the SOTU and the EUI study
express more similarities to a monopoly of violence, where the companies are more guided
by the EU. The EuroStack white paper, the EUI brief, SOTU and the Draghi report all either
directly or indirectly tie digital sovereignty to territorial sovereignty, which indicates a shared
understanding between the EU and private industry that EU, or European, digital sovereignty

in practice incorporates or at least sidelines the state.

That the understandings expressed by private industry and the EU are as similar as they are
interesting as they are actors with different interests, objectives and attitudes. One of two
main differences being the harder militaristic framing and the other one regarding the
stronger role of private business. The militaristic framing is at the surface surprising since
private industry would likely have little to gain in escalation of the conflict over the digital.
One explanation could be that the companies are betting on an escalation, forcing a faster EU
transition to self-sufficiency and thus increasing their revenues faster. Another explanation
could be that as independent actors they can make adjusted statements more quickly than the
EU, and could thus possibly act in concert with EU officials to strengthen the security
framing. The other main difference being the role of private industry as partner or as
subservient, where it is plausible that the industry’s own interest is to maximize its own role
and power. Whereas the EU shares a similar conflicting interest, creating this collision. What
is surprising is the openness to private partnership in the EPRS study, perhaps due to being
limited to a specific policy goal, where maximizing power is less prioritized. But some shared
understandings are surprisingly consistent such as: that digital sovereignty is placed at the EU
or European level, includes private companies, refers to territorial sovereignty via mainly
international autonomy and bypassing the state. Perhaps again due to existing partnerships
between the EU and private industry, or a prevailing discourse where relevant policy
entrepreneurs and well-connected actors are able to share their understandings between the
EU and private sector. A more critical reading would be that the EU is a fundamentally
neoliberal unit that naturally shares interests with business, though this seems problematic
since neoliberalism has traditionally favored free trade. But it is to some extent apparent that
the industry and the EU have shared interests in some version of sharing the understanding of
digital sovereignty, since both would increase their own powers with the state seemingly

sidelined.
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The understandings expressed here fit quite neatly into the themes and models set up by
Couture and Toupin, showing how a different categorization could have yielded both similar
and distinct results. Essentially all texts seem closest to “digital sovereignty, governments and
states” by expressing the digital as an extension of the state rather than a sovereign digital
sphere or individual sovereignties.'*® Whilst the Fratini et al. framework shaped the analysis
by revealing quite dominant understandings, using Couture and Toupin's model would quite
likely reveal an undisputed framework. Such a model could yield important discussions on
the lack of, for example, individual and indigenous approaches, in this case though also

perhaps being limited by the analytical usefulness of the model.

In relation to traditional notions of sovereignty this analysis has shown that digital
sovereignty is still heavily tied to many of those notions, most importantly the degree of
territoriality. It is clear that there is a somewhat Westphalian remnant in the territorial aspect
in that the EU should have some degree of control over its own cyberspace. But similarly, as
mentioned before, the extension of that territory is vague, and the EU is also neither a state
nor a person. What the EU does have is substantial legislative and regulative power, also over
the digital realm, which it has used, as seen in for example GDPR or USB-C regulations.
Such usages in turn exposing how the EU practice of sovereignty in a way reinvents Bodin’s
view of the legislative power being the true expression of sovereignty, rather than a fixed
state. The Weberian model and Krasner's domestic sovereignty model are not fully expressed
in this case, control and the monopoly of violence are seemingly less important than
legitimacy and legislative authority. The collaboration with private industry is to some extent
a capitulation of a true monopoly of digital violence. What Krasner referred to as
interdependence sovereignty fits reasonably well to the EU usage, regulations are noted and
this also reflects the de facto non-state status of the EU. Though the shared assumption seems
to be that if there is a strong EU digital private sector, the EU can be digitally sovereign, and
in turn Europe can be digitally sovereign. Ultimately a lessened dependence, or eventual
rejection, of the foreign companies seems to be the end goal, thus not truly reflecting the
modern layered interdependence sovereignty. Territories in the form of the EU’s member
countries and Europe as a continent are overlapping. EU digital sovereignty includes handing
over responsibilities from the state both upwards to the EU and downwards to companies,

though still maintaining legitimacy.

120 Couture and Toupin, “What Does the Notion of ‘Sovereignty’ Mean” p.2312
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7. Conclusion

7.1 Conclusion

In summary, this thesis has, by applying Fratini et al.’s framework and qualitative content
analysis, sought to illuminate how the EU understands the concept of digital sovereignty in
relation to EuroStack. The analysis suggests that the EU here understands digital sovereignty
as primarily state-based, though sometimes more market-based, with a strong domestic
private industry that collaborates with the EU in promoting EU norms within a securitized
global competition, primarily between hostile states in league with their companies. The role
and purpose of the state is repeatedly avoided, similar to the ambiguous extent of EU
aspirations towards sovereignty. However, with the ties to territorial sovereignty, digital
sovereignty seems to be understood as aspirations to statehood via the dominant state-based

approach and an implicit way to increase EU territorial sovereignty over all European states.

7.2 Further research

Due to the limited scope of this thesis there are ample grounds for scholars interested in
sovereignty, digital or otherwise, EU integration or EuroStack to do further research. For
example, research regarding the understandings of other important actors such as companies
or member states or employing different methods such as discourse analysis or interviews to
further understand how the concept is understood. Another interesting approach would be to
investigate further the role of the individual in modern digital sovereignty, how they are
impacted by policies for digital sovereignty, the strong private industry and the digital
conflict. Alternatively further research could focus more on the policy aspect of this case by
investigating the roles of policy entrepreneurs and policy changes in line with varying EU

control.
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