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Introduction 

One of the defining features of the recent financial crisis has been the almost 

uniform response of governments throughout the Liberal Western Democracies 

to adopt strict austerity measures, cutting back on public spending, rolling back 

the state and undoing many of the welfare reforms enacted in the post-war 

period.  National governments have justified these policies in response to, or 

with reference to, their own domestic economic, political and social contexts, 

meaning that from within the overarching Global Financial Crisis (GFC) we have 

seen a number of ‘sub’ or national crises emerge.  In the Portuguese Sovereign 

Debt Crisis of 2010-2014, a Troika of international lenders bailed out the 

Portuguese economy in return for Portugal committing to enact policies of fiscal 

consolidation and a series of structural reforms agreed to in a Memorandum of 

Understanding.  Over this period the international reputation of Portugal 

underwent a dramatic shift, from its association as one of the ‘PIIGS’ - the 

irresponsible peripheral countries of Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece and Spain – 

to ‘the good pupil’ of austerity who implemented far-reaching structural reforms 

with the minimum fuss and delay. 

In understanding how these events came to pass, this paper will argue that it is 

important to look beyond the material contradictions which on the surface 

appear to define crisis, to analyze how political actors selectively choose from 

these contradictions to construct their own specific meta-narrative of crisis and 

in doing so builds largely on the constructivist conception of crisis of Colin Hay 

and Mark Blyth (see especially Blyth; 2013a; Blyth, 2013b; Blyth, 2013c; Hay 

1996; Hay, 1999; Widmaier et al., 2007).  In Portugal, during this period, the 

construction of a domestic meta-narrative began with the internalization of 
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external discourses and material contradictions that were then used to prompt, 

justify and legitimize state action in accordance with the pre-existing 

preferences of political actors.  Moments of crisis, as evident in the Portuguese 

case, are particularly susceptible to strategies of depoliticization which serve to 

legitimize domestic meta-narratives and crisis responses.  These instrumentally 

or discursively deny the political nature of crisis response (Burnham, 2001; 

Burnham, 2014), emphasizing the necessity for decisive state action whilst 

diffusing responsibility from those enacting reforms and circumventing potential 

opposition. 

In the traditional institutional explanation of crisis, political change is seen as 

slow and incremental but subject to occasional, unpredictable, exogenous 

shocks.  In this scenario governments are understood as ‘managers of crisis’ 

(Boin et al., 2006; Offe, 1976) who are presented with a ‘window of opportunity’ 

(Boin et al, 2009) to enact reforms and change the policy trajectory.  Their role 

is reactive rather than active and political agency is diminished in the face of 

external events by deterministic constraints.  Instead, by adopting a ‘discursive 

institutionalist’ approach (Schmidt, 2010; Hay, 2006), this paper will argue that 

by analyzing the substantive role that ideas play in internalizing crisis (Widmaier 

et al., 2007) we can better understand the ability (or inability) of political actors 

to create a coherent, cohesive and legitimate meta-narrative of the crisis in the 

Portuguese context.   

In the first section of this paper I will examine how crises exist beyond the 

objective material reality of their contradictions but also in terms of how these 

contradictions are used to construct (a multitude of competing) meta-narratives 

of crisis which are employed for specific political ends.  In the second section I 
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will discuss how depoliticization, understood in the broad terms of Jenkins 

(2011), as a strategy which employs instruments and discourses necessity, 

fatality and the denial of contingency to constrain political opposition, helps to 

legitimize state action in moments of crisis, or in have been called, ‘the state of 

exception’ (Schmitt, 2005; Agamben, 2005).  The final section will apply these 

discussions to the Portuguese case to explain how the Social Democratic Party 

(PSD) was able to construct a national crisis meta-narrative, legitimizing the 

austerity measures the implemented whilst simultaneously shifting responsibility 

for them on to the Troika.  Political opposition, parliamentary or public, in 

Portugal was unable to form a coherent or consistent meta-narrative of crisis to 

challenge austerity, ceding the discursive ground to PSD and limiting their 

effectiveness. 

Constructing crisis - crisis as meta-narrative 

All too often, political analyses of crisis conflate the moment of crisis with the 

pre-existing material contradictions and failures which are mere constituent 

parts of it (Hay, 1996: 255; Hay, 1999: 323; see also Blyth, 2013a; Schmidt, 

2014).  This ignores the fact that contradictions and failures - within and 

between the state, market and society - occur unpredictably but regularly and 

often, yet it is only on particular occasions and under particular circumstances 

that these contradictions or failures come to constitute a crisis.  How and why is 

it then that a certain set of contradictions become popularly perceived as a 

crisis?  How are the responses to crisis formulated? Why are certain policy 

responses to crisis selected over their alternatives?  To answer these questions 

we must look at the role that ideas play in constructing crisis and particularly the 

strategic use of discourse by political actors, whose selective use of 
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contradictions allow them to build a meta-narrative of crisis which confirms and 

legitimizes their own ideological preferences for state intervention (Blyth, 2013a: 

210).  A fundamental role of the state lies not just in legislating and regulating 

reality but also in ‘creating, transforming and making reality’ (Poulantzas, 2014: 

30).  It is by analytically separating the material (or ‘real’) features of crisis 

contradictions from the ideational (or constructed) meta-narrative that scholars 

can then better identify under what circumstances contradictions and failures 

become crisis, how policy responses to crisis are formed and how opposition to 

these responses, at both the popular and political level, is overcome. 

The sudden and exceptional nature of crisis, as commonly understood comes 

from its etymological root as a moment of decisive intervention (Hay, 1999: 

320).  Crisis, therefore, compels action but an analytical distinction must be 

drawn between the real necessity for action (or for a specific set of actions) and 

the perception of the necessity for action (or for a specific set of actions).  

Political actors not only respond to failures but are able to frame failures in a 

manner that fits their particular ideological preferences, as Reinhart Koselleck 

explains, ‘crisis is a moment of objective contradiction, yet subjective 

intervention’ (quoted by Hay, 1999: 323).  For political actors, therefore, crisis is 

a particularly useful discursive tool as it is seen to necessitate some form of 

state intervention but the specifics of that intervention are highly dependent on 

how the crisis itself is framed and projected.  They are able to project their 

subjective preferences for intervention through the discursive construction of 

crisis meta-narratives.  As Hay (1996: 255) notes, 

Crisis, then, is not some objective condition or property of a system 

defining the contours for subsequent ideological contestation.  
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Rather, it is subjectively perceived and hence brought into existence 

through narrative and discourse.  State power (the ability to impose a 

new trajectory upon the structures of the state) resides not only in the 

ability to respond to crises, but to identify, define and constitute crisis 

in the first place. 

Meta-narratives work by situating an event or action (or failure) within a larger 

argument or ‘story’ which encompasses the causes, development and 

occurrence of the event, along with proposing a logically consistent response.  

Different ideological perspectives will necessarily be present within different 

meta-narratives, often providing the overarching theoretical framework through 

which ‘appropriate’ policy responses are generated.  Indeed, as Hay notes ‘a 

set of failures can support and sustain a multitude of competing, indeed 

mutually incompatible, narratives of crisis’ (Hay, 1999: 324).  Under this 

approach, state and political actors move from their role as ‘managers of crisis’ 

– reacting to external events – to ones of ‘constructors of crisis’ – in which sets 

of contradictions are internalized, reimagined and communicated to the public in 

order to present a particular perception of crisis and the legitimization of specific 

responses (Widmaier et al., 2007: 754).  This analytical approach directly 

challenges the ‘blame shifting’ rhetoric so commonly employed during crises, in 

which measures are framed as necessary crisis responses to external forces, 

processes or actors – ‘there is no alternative’.  Rather than being limited to a 

responsive role, political actors are able to, a priori, act strategically to legitimize 

their own preferences, framing ideological responses as both neutral and 

necessary. 
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The variety of policy responses to the recent financial crisis provides perhaps 

the clearest contemporary example of how crisis meta-narratives compete for 

legitimacy, both within political elites and amongst the public.  The initial 

response of governments around the world to the impending collapse of major 

financial institutions was to use public money to bail out struggling institutions 

and buy up, or underwrite, the most risky liabilities (examples of which include 

US federal takeover of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, the UK government’s 

purchase of Northern Rock and parts of the Royal Bank of Scotland and the 

Irish government’s guarantee of their banks’ debts).  This was followed by 

massive state-spending projects which sought to kick start faltering economies 

and minimize the growing recession. The result of these neo-Keynesian macro-

economic policies was that domestic deficits and national debt rose markedly, 

credit agencies downgraded the credit worthiness of a number of western 

countries (including the US and UK) and borrowing costs, particularly for 

peripheral countries spiraled.  Governments changed tack, reducing state 

spending and implementing a raft of austerity policies (Blyth, 2013b; Schmidt, 

2014).   

The move from neo-Keynesian economic policy to neo-classical economic 

policy represents a fundamental volte-face in the meta-narratives of crisis in 

which the blame (and subsequent policy responses) shifted from banks and 

other financial institutions to national governments and their citizens (Blyth, 

2013a: 205-208; Farrell & Quiggin, 2011: passim).  This blame shifting was 

presented and legitimized to publics, particularly in Europe, with a discourse 

which popularized the idea that the financial markets lacked confidence in 

governments which ran high deficits and accumulated high national debt.  
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Governments who transgressed would be subjected to punitive rates of 

borrowing and was seen to be a particular problem amongst the countries at the 

periphery of the Eurozone – commonly known as the ‘PIIGS’.  The weakness of 

this argument, as expressed by Mark Blyth, is that governments have little idea 

of what markets actually want because markets themselves don’t know, “Only in 

textbooks do market actors respond to fundamentals, and only when they read 

neolclassical textbooks or ECB instruction sheets, where state spending is 

always and everywhere bad, do they reach for austerity as the first policy 

choice” (Blyth, 2013c: 744).  .The popularity of the PIIGS acronym served as a 

heuristic for market actors to group peripheral Eurozone countries (Portugal, 

Ireland, Italy Greece and Spain) with perceived similarities in economic 

performance and risk (Brazys & Hardiman, 2015).  This external discourse, 

which conjured up images of irresponsibility and greed, could then be 

internalized in order to prepare publics in those countries for the austerity 

policies that were to follow (Schmidt, 2014; Wodak & Angouri, 2014). 

Explaining the dominance of any particular meta-narrative of crisis over its 

competition is highly dependent on the context in which it is constructed.  Whilst 

incumbent state actors, (i.e. those with privileged access to the means of 

coercion as well as the means of communication) have an advantage, in an age 

of mass democracy, not to mention mass communication, they must appeal to 

the population at large for legitimation. Any particular set of contradictions, 

along with the social, political and cultural context of the state, will legitimize 

specific narratives over others but those that gain the most traction or which 

achieve the most legitimacy are those which appeal to the ‘common sense’ of 

the public - providing a coherent, conformist and often simplistic perception of 
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reality which confirms and reinforces the materialist experiences and 

observations of the masses (Gramsci, 2000: 342-347).  So, whilst national debt 

may in economic reality have little in common with personal or household debt, 

most people instinctively recognize that high indebtedness has negative 

consequences.  Political actors, therefore may wish to choose to emphasize 

particular contradictions whilst minimizing others.  As Hay notes, “in a context in 

which contending crisis narratives proliferate, the contradictions themselves 

may select for certain crisis narratives over others (…) responses to crisis that 

fail to alleviate the symptoms recruited to the crisis narrative in the first place 

are likely to suffer a rapid delegitimization” (Hay, 1999: 324).   

The British Conservative-led coalition government, in response to the crisis and 

consistent with their ideological base, has argued that a major contributing 

factor to the crisis, rising unemployment and the slowdown in economic growth 

was an overly heavy state sector and tax burden.  They sought to combat this 

with cuts in public spending and strategic lowering of (direct and corporation) 

tax in order to encourage growth (Ashbee, 2014).  At the same time issues 

surrounding the asymmetry of growth, the quality of new employment and the 

relative fall in living standards were strategically minimized.  The discourse of 

‘living beyond our means’ was particularly successful in generating public 

acquiescence to the austerity measures, at least in the early years (Stanley, 

2014).  The success of Conservative policies and the legitimation of this 

narrative, however, rely on an aggregate perception of growth and employment 

whereas individual perceptions of the state of the British economy are 

vulnerable to huge variations in growth levels, the majority of new employment 

being poorly paid and unsecure and see inequality across Britain rising 
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(Richards et al., 2014).  These all serve to undermine the coherency and 

ultimately risk delegitimizing the Conservative’s constructed meta-narrative of 

crisis. 

Discursive depoliticization and the ‘state of the exception’ 

Crisis, understood as ‘a moment of decisive intervention’, legitimates executive 

state action by invoking, as Carl Schmitt put it, ‘the state of exception’ (2005), a 

period in which the normal course of decision-making is put aside for the good 

of the state.  The sudden and exceptional nature of crisis, frequently 

emphasized in the meta-narratives of crisis, has extremely important 

implications on the timing of state interventions and therefore also on the 

amount of deliberation, reflection and consensus they are afforded.  Some of 

the most common phrases heard from political actors across the globe during 

these periods are ‘there is no alternative’, or its more urgent relation, ‘desperate 

times call for desperate measures’. This language is the language of 

depoliticization, understood in its most basic terms as ‘the placing at one 

remove the political character of decision making’ (Burnham, 2001, 128; see 

also Buller & Flinders, 2005; Hay, 2007; Wood & Flinders, 2014).  Meta-

narratives of crisis, as we will see, frequently seek to minimize processes of 

deliberation, political choice and agency whilst at the same time stressing the 

necessity of immediate, decisive and arbitrary intervention.  It should come as 

no surprise then that depoliticization should be such a strong feature within 

crises, both in its instrumental (or institutional) and discursive forms. 

The ‘first wave’ of depoliticization literature concerned itself with analyzing how 

and why political actors were increasingly employing a strategy which sought to 
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remove themselves and decision-making processes from the usual democratic 

safeguards of deliberation and public accountability.  Politics, in this sense, was 

understood in its capacity to mediate between different social and political 

preferences (see particularly Crick, 2005 and Flinders, 2012).  The work of 

Colin Hay strongly emphasizes this conceptualization of politics as the capacity 

for human agency in the provision of collective goods (2007).  This necessarily 

involves decision-makers having legitimate options to choose from and the 

capacity to implement them.  As such, any act or process which seeks to 

remove either the choice or agency of decision-makers (whether material or 

discursive) is an act of depoliticization. This conception is taken further by Laura 

Jenkins who argues, ‘a strategy of depoliticization entails forming necessities, 

permanence, immobility, closure and fatalism and concealing/negating or 

removing contingency’ (Jenkins, 2011: 160).  In crises, however, decision 

making is frequently framed in terms of the necessity of (specific forms of) 

action and involves the strategically selective removal of contingency and 

agency from political opponents or opposition groups (Agamben, 2005: 12-14). 

A number of ‘tactics and tools’ of depoliticization have been identified which will 

be particularly familiar to scholars of crisis, these include the delegation of roles 

or functions to arms-length bodies, the adoption of binding internal or external 

rules and the construction of a discourse of ‘no alternative’ (see Flinders & 

Buller, 2006).  Much of the depoliticization literature has, to date, focused on the 

instrumental tools of depoliticization, neglecting discourse and the role of ideas 

(see, for example, Burnham, 2014).  The ability of politicians to deflect blame, 

as Steven Kettell has argued (2011), rests largely on their ability to construct 

arguments which convincingly place policy responses in the hands of others – 
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this involves utilizing instrumental and discursive strategies.  At the beginning of 

the 1990s, British Conservative politicians sought to insulate themselves 

against internal and external opposition to economic policies by joining the 

Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM).  Traditionally seen as a huge policy failure 

on the part of the Conservative party, Kettel instead argues that, at the time of 

its implementation, they received many political benefits from it, not least, “[it] 

furnished officials with a credible justificatory device for resisting calls for an 

economic policy relaxation, and provided an effective means of displacing 

political responsibility for the downturn on to an exogenous system of rules” 

(Kettell, 2008, pp645).   

By engaging in a strategy of depoliticization, particularly in order to reinforce a 

crisis meta-narrative political actors do not weaken their position but instead 

seek to strengthen and legitimize it.  As Flinders & Wood (2014: 138) observe, 

depoliticization is not ‘the removal of politics’ but rather ‘the denial of politics or 

the imposition of a specific (and highly politicized) model of statecraft’ so that 

opposition to the narrative of crisis, ‘to take exception to exceptionalism’ 

(Flinders & Wood, 2014: 143), runs the risk of being considered naïve, out of 

touch and running against the current of history.  Interventions selected by state 

actors in response to crisis, in contrast, are most often presented as ‘neutral’ or 

technocratic whereas opposition attempts to challenge them are often painted 

as ideologically driven, political or self-serving. 

It is by appearing to deny their own agency or choice that state managers may 

also avoid the objections of strong domestic opposition or veto players.  Chris 

Rogers (2009) argues that the actions of the British Labour Party, in 1970s, 

provides a strong example of how elected officials can ‘construct’ or frame 
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particular state failures in a manner that will allow them to overcome opposition 

groups.  The 1974-79 Labour governments came to power in a period of slow 

economic growth, falling living standards and growing industrial tensions.  A 

primary reason for their election victory was the prevailing feeling that the 

Labour party, with its close ties to the trade unions, could provide a solution to 

these problems.  The Labour party had previously signed the Social Contract, in 

which it committed to maintain price freezes in return for the trade unions 

advocating wage restraint.  This policy, however severely constrained the 

government who were faced with the issues of a lack of industrial 

competitiveness and pressure to depreciate the pound (which would have the 

effect of raising the cost of living).  The government framed these issues as 

ones in which external forces (such as pressure on the pound) were forcing the 

government’s hand, ‘the external crisis (…) is more appropriately described as a 

‘non-crisis’, which was used in order to shape broader expectations about 

policy’ (Rogers, 2011: 644).  The discourse of external pressure and necessity 

essentially ‘softened up’ opposition groups for further reductions in state 

spending.  To bolster this crisis frame, in 1975, the government encouraged the 

sense of crisis by claiming that Britain would soon not be able to support its 

spending commitments through overseas borrowing.  Instead an application 

was made to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for a loan which itself would 

come on the condition of spending cuts, “the prospect of an external financing 

crisis and the prospect of conditionality were therefore used to justify an 

application to the IMF, which in turn helped to mobilize support for further public 

expenditure cuts” (Rogers, 2011: 646). 
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The conclusions that Rogers draws from these events, regarding the framing of 

crisis and its discursive impact, are similar to those that Colin Hay takes from 

his analysis of subsequent British events in which the resulting industrial unrest 

was framed in a manner (as ‘the Winter of Discontent’) that paved the way for 

the Thatcher government’s decisive state intervention in the subsequent decade 

– a fundamental neo-liberal shift (Hay, 1996).  Where Hay departs from Rogers 

is his focus on non-state actors in the construction of crisis meta-narratives.  

The media, business group and external actors all play a role in selecting, 

communicating and reinforcing crisis meta-narratives and these offer significant 

support to political actors who wish to implement their own ideological 

preferences. 

Depoliticization, therefore, can be seen to play a dual and self-reinforcing role 

within crisis contexts.  Firstly crisis meta-narratives lend themselves particularly 

well to the instrumental tools of depoliticization, so that government responses 

to crisis, through the delegation of powers to (external and internal) bodies 

outside their direct control, and the adoption of binding (external and internal) 

rules, help to insulate elected politicians from unpopular policy choices such as 

the introduction of spending cuts.  Secondly, the discourse of depoliticization, as 

highlighted by the fatalism of ‘there is no alternative’, supplements and 

reinforces the demands of crisis meta-narratives for decisive intervention whilst 

maintaining a neutral and technical tone. 

The Portuguese Sovereign Debt Crisis, 2010-2014 

In early March 2011 the Portuguese Prime Minister, José Sócrates - leader of a 

minority Socialist Party (PS) government since 2009, announced a proposal for 
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the fourth in a series of austerity measures, known as the Stability and Growth 

Programme IV (Programa de Estabilidade e Crescimento IV – PEC IV).  A 

bailout from international lenders, which Greece and Ireland had been forced to 

accept, was not necessary argued Sócrates – “Portugal is not Greece” 

(Magone, 2014: 352-353).  Up to that point, it was insisted, Portugal, together 

with partners in the European Union had acted responsibly in response to the 

crisis, firstly by raising taxes to increase state spending and boost the economy, 

and then by implementing austerity measures early (from September 2010).  

The parliamentary vote on PEC IV, therefore, would serve additionally as a vote 

of confidence on Sócrates, his government and their past policies.  On 23rd 

March 2011 PEC IV was rejected by parliament, Sócrates and his government 

resigned and new elections were called.  Within a month Sócrates, acting in his 

capacity as caretaker Prime Minister, admitted that Portugal would have to ask 

the Troika of international lenders (comprising the European Commission, 

European Central Bank and International Monetary Fund) to bailout Portugal, a 

Memorandum of Understanding was agreed between the Troika and a team 

from PS, the centre-right Social Democratic Party (PSD) and right wing 

People’s Party (CDS-PP), which outlined the fiscal consolidation and structural 

reforms which were to be undertaken as a condition of the bailout (Tsatsanis et 

al., 2014: 525).  In June 2011 a new government was elected under Prime 

Minister Pedro Passos Coelho, leader of a coalition between PDS and CDS-PP. 

The catalyst for the Portuguese crisis, whatever the contested nature of its 

origins, is undoubtedly to be found in the Global Financial Crisis of 2008-2009 

(GFC), which in turn gave impetus to the Eurozone Sovereign Debt Crisis 

(ESDC) beginning in 2010.  The Portuguese case, however, presents 
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particularly interesting opportunity to understand how domestic state managers 

internatilize external events within a unique domestic context in order to 

construct a distinct national narrative which facilitates political change in 

accordance with their preferences.  The defeat of PS and the victory of PSD in 

2011 cannot be seen, as electoral results in Greece have been viewed, simply 

as an incumbent party being punished for bringing in the Troika because the 

incoming PSD led coalition were vocal supporters of the measures introduced in 

the Memorandum (Magalhães, 2012: 310).  Neither, however, should the 

election result be seen as a sign of the uncritical acquiescence or agreement of 

the Portuguese voters for the Troika, structural reforms or austerity (Teperolgou 

et al., 2014: passim).  This period of Portuguese politics is characterised by a 

number of competing crisis meta-narratives which seek to explain the role of 

Portugal within the larger global crisis, understand its causes in terms of 

domestic ‘contagion’, and provide appropriate responses to take Portugal out of 

the crisis as quickly as possible.  A particularly interesting feature of the 

Portuguese context is that in a country whose voters display typically low latent 

ideological differentiation on the left-right economic/political spectrum, a more 

prominent cleavage has emerged between pro/anti-Memorandum positions 

(Tsatsanis et al., 2014: 531-534).  The distinctive choice that the voters face, 

therefore, has shifted from one which presents different views on how to 

organise the economy, in which PS and PSD had historically differed little, to a 

choice on if or how to accept the Memorandum.  

When PS came to power in 2005 they did so promising fiscal consolidation and 

budgetary responsibility, cutting public spending and implementing economic 

reforms.  By 2007 there had been some success - public sector employment 
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was declining (Magone, 2014: 356) and deficit was reducing (Magalhães, 2012: 

311) but pledges were put under pressure by the GFC, which took Portugal into 

recession and lowered the tax base.  At this time, the PS government were 

eager adopters of the ‘short-lived European consensus’ for deficit spending and 

public investment, funded largely by increasing tax revenues.  Portugal finished 

2009 in a stronger position than many in the Eurozone, with GDP falling 2.9%, 

less than the Eurozone average of -4.3% (ibid) but this belied the fact that 

Portugal was relatively unprepared for the sudden shift in the European 

consensus towards austerity as well as increased pressure from ratings 

agencies who were forcing up the cost of borrowing.  Even so, it was the 

consistent position of PS, as well as other commentators (Fishman, 2011; 

Krugman, 2011), that a bailout was unnecessary and would only be forced on 

Portugal by external pressure. 

The dominant narrative of crisis communicated by PS detached the national 

case from the wider context, arguing that the GFC was caused by 

irresponsibility in the Anglo-American financial industries and who, with the 

complicity of rating agencies such as Moody’s and Standard & Poor, had shifted 

responsibility onto national governments.  This ‘bait-and-switch’ had already 

worked for Greece, who had been forced to accept a bailout in May 2010, and 

Ireland, whose problem was notably different as their national debt crisis was 

caused not by borrowing but by a guarantee by the government to underwrite 

their bank’s liabilities (Mair, 2013).  It denied the responsibility of the Portuguese 

in causing the crisis, arguing the case of ‘contagion’ (Magalhães, 2012: 314) 

and insisted that a Portuguese crisis could be averted by the adoption of a 

‘light-touch’ to austerity, stressing fiscal consolidation but remaining committed 
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to the welfare state.  Sócrates simultaneously stressed the differences between 

Portugal and Greece and voicing national outrage to be considered amongst 

the ‘PIIGS’.  In the run up to the June election PS committed itself to abiding by 

the terms of the bailout (Tsatsanis et al., 2014: 526) but did so with a reluctance 

and defensive demeanour which damaged their credibility to implement the 

reforms promised within (Teixeira et al., 2014: 7).  The far left, comprising the 

Left Block (BE) and Communist Party (PCP) refused to even countenance 

austerity measures (Magone, 2014: 353) and provided the strongest opposition 

to the Memorandum from within the parliament, however they did not capitalise 

on this during the election and entered the 2011 parliament with a combined 7 

fewer seats than in 2009.  

The dominant right-wing meta-narrative, in contrast, sought to internalise the 

widespread international discourse that labelled Portugal as one of the ‘PIIGS’.  

This discourse clearly associated the peripheral countries, of Portugal, Ireland, 

Italy, Greece and Spain, with an image of greed, excess and irresponsibility and 

was an image that PSD were all too happy to exploit.  After taking the 

leadership of PSD, Passos Coelho had espoused a more explicitly neo-liberal 

line than his predecessors in the party.  Whilst PS attempted to generate 

national indignation at this characterisation, PSD readily acknowledge a need to 

‘trim the fat’ (Tsatsanis et al, 2014: 525-526) and that the austerity measures 

upon which the Troika bailout was conditioned were in fact the necessary result 

of years of irresponsible government spending and an ‘engorged’ public sector 

(Magalhães, 2014: 319).  PSD, primarily in the form of Passos Coelho and the 

Finance Minister Vitor Gaspar, were also frequently to be heard to say that 

‘Portugal is not Greece’ but with a subtly different subtext to that used by PS.  
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PSD sought to emphasise a difference in political and economic responsibility 

that his government would offer (Magone, 2014: 353).  So where as Greece 

was seen as a reluctant adopter of austerity, the clear implication was that 

Portugal should, could and would implement the structural and fiscal reforms 

necessary to overcome the crisis. 

The crisis meta-narratives of both the left and right in Portugal were strategically 

selected from the multitude of material events, failures and contradictions, as 

well as external discourses and narratives, available to them.  After their 

selection these events, etc. were abstracted as symptoms of crisis to support 

and legitimize competing meta-narratives.  PS focused largely on protecting the 

national interest from international contagion, distancing themselves from 

responsibility for the bailout and accusing PSD of ‘immature’ partisanship for not 

supporting their measures and in effect forcing the bailout on Portugal 

(Magalhães, 2014: 314; see also speech from Sócrates to the XVII Socialist 

Party Congress).  By doing so they failed to clearly annunciate the need for 

decisive action.   PSD, on the contrary, sought to present themselves as 

responsible and trustworthy custodians of the economy, in contrast to their 

national opponents and their international counterparts in Greece.   

We voted against the latest announced austerity measures not 

because they went too far, but because they did not go far 

enough. They do not address the heart of Portugal's main 

economic challenge, which is to ensure that growth goes hand in 

hand with fiscal discipline… We must establish clarity and 

certainty at home and abroad. We are also determined not to be a 

burden on our international friends in the European Union and 
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beyond.  A broad coalition for change aligning politicians around 

the principles of discipline and competitiveness will help market 

confidence and help the political process itself. 

(Pedro Passos Coelho, 30 March 2011, The Wall Street Journal) 

Once the meta-narrative of economic irresponsibility/responsibility had been 

constructed it could be legitimized through a strategy of depoliticization which 

simultaneously created the necessity for action whilst distancing PSD from the 

actual policies they were to implement.  The process of the construction of crisis 

meta-narratives is illustrated in Figure 1.  In the Portuguese crisis PSD 

benefitted from the ability to both instrumentally and discursively depoliticize the 

fiscal consolidation and structural reforms of the Memorandum.  The entry of 

the Troika and the signing of the Memorandum provided a set of ‘binding’ 

external rules to which the government were compelled to follow.  Regardless of 

the support of the party (or the country at large) for these rules, they could 

claim, with some degree of legitimacy, that ‘there was no alternative’ because 

they had to implement the previously agreed reforms.  As the negative impact of 

the reforms became more noticeable to Portuguese society at large, with 

unemployment reaching 15.6% in 2013 and falling wages (Magone, 2014: 350), 

the strategy of depoliticization played an increasingly important role in 

sustaining the momentum of unpopular government action. 

The benefits of adopting this strategy of depoliticization were twofold: firstly, 

whilst Passos Coelho and PSD, on the one hand, made no effort to hide the fact 

that they supported the neo-liberal cutback of the state, the Portuguese people 

remained strongly in favour the welfare state and opposed to the privatization of 



Adam Standring  Discursive Depoliticization & Crisis 

21 
 

national assets (Magalhães, 2014: 319-322).  This allowed PSD to project 

separate messages to different constituents – to their core supporters they 

could demonstrate a commitment to fiscal discipline and reducing the state 

whilst at the same time telling the rest of the country that the responsibility for 

these policies was really out of their hands.  Secondly, the depoliticization of 

decision-making allowed PSD to circumvent domestic opposition and veto-

players who might otherwise have prevented or diluted reforms by presenting 

reforms as the apolitical/technical implementation of externally mandated 

policies.  With this strategy they were able to delegitimize opposition as being 

either ideological or self-serving. 

Figure 1. The construction of crisis meta-narratives and the Portuguese 

Sovereign Debt Crisis 
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The level and location of Portuguese opposition to austerity measures has been 

a matter of comment in recent years given the similar events occurring in 

Greece and Spain (see Della Porta & Mattoni, 2014; FitzGibbon, 2014).  Strong 

opposition to reform, had in previous years, came from the bodies which 

regulate certain professions, particularly in the area of health policy from the 

Orders of doctors, nurses and pharmacists, but PSD were able to pass wide 

ranging reforms, including in the area of health and the liberalization of 

medicines, by dismissing opposition as manifesting ‘self-interest’.  Similarly 

trade unions have been at the forefront of protesting Portuguese austerity 

policies and the period since 2010 has seen more general strikes than the 

entire post-democratic period before (Accornero & Ramos Pinto, 2015: 498), 

however increase in protest frequency has been tempered by a reduction in 

protest intensity, occurring as it does in a period of declining union membership 

and the ability of unions to mobilize large numbers has proven weak (ibid: 502).  

This weakness in mobilization and protest, particularly in direct comparison with 

the scenes in Athens and Madrid, has allowed PSD to encourage the 

impression that the Portuguese public, if not supportive, are at the very least 

acquiescent to austerity – an inference strengthened by the fact that rather than 

voicing political opposition the Portuguese have tended to abstain entirely from 

the political system (Lisi, 2014: 230-231; Magalhães, 2012: 318).  The sole 

institutional source of opposition has come from the Constitutional Court which, 

in its role as the guardian of individual and collective rights, has vetoed a 

number of proposed PSD budgets on the basis that their impact would prejudice 

certain groups (primarily public servants or pensioners) over others (Magone, 

2014: 354). 
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As the ‘Economic Adjustment Programme for Portugal’ was drawing to an end, 

with the Troika due to leave in June 2014, PSD intensified the depoliticized 

discourse to justify austerity.  After the departure of the Troika and with the end 

of the bailout programme PSD would not have the instrumental constraint of the 

Memorandum to legitimize their policies and therefore the technical necessity of 

the reforms would become an increasingly common communication of the 

government.  The decisions of the Constitutional Court to veto certain reforms 

were often attacked as ‘ideological’ or ‘politically motivated’ (‘“The problem is 

not the constitution but its interpretation”, says Passos’, Expresso, 1 

September, 2013).  The European Parliamentary elections of May 2014 were 

seen in many countries as a vote on the consensual politics of austerity and 

across Europe incumbent implementers of austerity policies were largely 

defeated.  This election also saw the rise of explicitly populist anti-EU/anti-

austerity parties from across the political spectrum.  Within Portugal, the 

campaign in the run-up to these elections was dominated by the impending exit 

of the Troika and perceptions of the successes and failures of austerity (Lisi, 

2014).  Politicians from PSD, including President Cavaco Silva, insisted that 

unless Portugal stayed on this course there was a risk of the Troika needing to 

return (Magone, 214: 355).  The willingness of the PSD government to 

implement the structural reforms of the Memorandum in a systematic and 

technical manner has earned Portugal the title of ‘the good pupil’ (ibid: 353), 

which has been interpreted in rather patronising terms by opponents of austerity 

but also served to justify PSD’s claims that ‘Portugal is not Greece’.  Unlike 

Greece, and also unlike Spain, Italy and Ireland, explicitly anti-EU/anti-austerity 

parties (in the Portuguese context this being CDU, BE and MPT) failed to make 
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a significant breakthrough, gaining only 2% of the vote and one additional seat 

from their 2009 performance.  PSD, campaigning on a joint ticket with CDS-PP, 

suffered a predicted defeat, losing 12% of their vote and 3 seats, but in retaining 

almost 30% of the vote and 7 of the 21 Portuguese seats this was hardly the 

election wipe-out expected or experienced by other incumbents across Europe 

(Lisi, 2014: 230-232). 

Conclusion 

Through late 2010 and early 2011 it was the policy of PS to deny the necessity 

for a Portuguese bailout.  This dogmatic insistence on separating Portugal from 

the ongoing Global Financial Crisis and the contagion this potentially risked 

prevented the internalization of a global crisis meta-narrative and prevented PS 

from constructing a coherent and convincing domestic crisis meta-narrative of 

their own.  This was exacerbated when, after resigning from government, PS 

agreed and signed the Memorandum of Understanding before subsequently 

distancing themselves from it.  It would be wrong therefore to see the defeat of 

PS and victory of the PSD/CDS-PP coalition, as some authors’ have 

(Magalhães, 2012; Magone, 2014), as simply symptomatic of incumbency 

fatigue due to an unpopular leadership, rather the inability of PS to frame the 

crisis in terms which benefitted their own political ambitions must be considered 

a contributing factor to their failure.  

The failure of PS to provide a mainstream alternative discourse to crisis gave 

PSD a significant advantage in the communication of their version events.  

Before PS ceded the discursive ground, PSD had two pre-existing advantages 

which can be seen to have helped the coherence of their message: Firstly, their 
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own crisis meta-narrative, which insisted a fundamental cause of Portuguese 

contagion was the previous irresponsibility of successive governments, which 

had expanded the Portuguese state, was consistent with their overarching 

commitment to neo-liberal policies and cutting back the state.  Secondly, the 

domestic meta-narrative employed by PSD involved the internalization of a pre-

existing external discourse which grouped Portugal with other countries deemed 

irresponsible and unproductive, labelling them the ‘PIIGS’.  This term should not 

be seen purely in descriptive terms but also served as a heuristic (Brazys & 

Hardiman, 2015) which itself helped to shape the perceptions of the market 

about Portugal as well as the perceptions of the Portuguese themselves. 

Pedro Passos Coelho and PSD were not under any illusions that the policies 

they would implement in response to the crisis would have deep negative 

economic and social effects for Portugal in the short to medium term.  The 

reforms and their effects, including rising unemployment and falling wages, 

could potentially create significant opposition, both from organized interest 

groups and from the population at large.  In order to minimize and circumvent 

this opposition PSD embarked on a strategy of depoliticization which effectively 

removed themselves from the direct responsibility for the policies they were 

implementing.  This was done firstly through the instrumental tool of the 

Memorandum of Understanding, a condition of the Troika’s bailout of Portugal, 

and which PSD could claim with a certain degree of accuracy constrained their 

policy options.  The Memorandum allowed PSD to paint themselves as mere 

technical administrators of a binding external agreement, regardless of the 

extent to which it actually agreed with their own preferences.  The success or 

legitimacy of this approach can be judged not by the electoral popularity of 
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PSD, which was always going to suffer given the consequences of austerity, but 

rather the failure of an organized and coherent opposition to emerge and 

challenge effectively challenge this discourse of PSD.  At least in this respect 

we can at least concur that Portugal is not Greece. 

Finally, it goes beyond the scope of this paper but the most recent events seem 

to give credence to the importance of the construction of depoliticized crisis 

meta-narratives presented above.  The democratic legitimacy that the new 

Syriza government has gained to offer alternatives to austerity has particularly 

challenged the PSD government who have so enthusiastically implemented it.  

The biggest critic of the new Syriza government, it has been claimed, hasn’t 

been Germany but rather Passos Coelho (‘Greece crisis opens Portuguese 

faultlines over future of Eurozone’, Financial Times, 16 February, 2015).  In 

response to the democratically legitimized alternatives to austerity proposed by 

Syriza, Passos Coelho has described the ideas as ‘children’s stories’ (‘Ideias do 

Syriza são "conto de crianças", diz Passos Coelho’, Público, 26 January 2015).  

This hard pro-austerity line has led to the current Portuguese government to be 

described as ‘more German than the Germans’ (‘Passos assume que houve 

divergências com a troika e defende saída do BCE’, Público, 20 February 

2015). 
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