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THEMATIC ARTICLES ς NATIONAL IDENTITY AND 

EUROPEAN IDENTITY 

 

 

From National Identity to European Identity  

 

Radu CINPOES  

 

Abstract. Since the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, and especially in the past few years, the 
European Union has been going through a mixed process of expansion and consolidation. In 
the last ten years alone there were two new waves of accession, the EU launched the single 
currency and failed attempts have been made to introduce a constitution. With all these 
transformations taking place, attention is more and more centred on the question whether 
a European identity is emerging. This article investigates this issue examining comparatively 
the patterns of national identity and of European identity formation and focusing on 
whether the relationship between the two is a zero-sum type. The aim is to show that 
although national identity is not necessarily an obstacle for the development of European 
identity, nationalism is. 
 
Key words: European identity, national identity, nationalism 
 
 

Introduction 

 

An important issue of current debate about identity in the European Union 

centres on whether or not the process of construction of a European identity 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ΨŜǊƻǎƛƻƴΩ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ to the extent that European 

identity would take primacy over it. The aim of this paper is to engage with such 

debates and to evaluate the relationship between national identity and European 

identity using an approach based primarily on nationalist theory.  

I argue that, for theoretical and heuristic reasons, nationalist theory can 

provide a framework for the analysis of European identity formation. Comparing 

the patterns and processes involved in forging European identity with those that 
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have taken place in the formation of national identity could offer insights into the 

methods appropriate to European identity formation. 

As in the case of the nationalist elites, the political elites of the European 

Union employ specific myths and values in order to rally support and to create a 

sense of belonging: there is a process of selection of these elements according to 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ 

European flag, a European anthem and even a European Day are but some 

examples for the creation of a symbolic discourse that aims to convey a sense of 

unity within the European Union. 

This paper aims to assess whether national identity and European identity 

are to some degree mutually exclusive. 

 

1. National identity and nationalism  

 

What do we mean by national identity and how is it constructed? Without 

rehearsing the debates ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ΨŎŀƳǇǎΩ 

(primordialists, perennialists, ethno-symbolists and modernists), I will state that my 

approach rests on the modernist claims that nations are modern constructs, that 

nationalism preceded (and indeed led to) the creation of nations, and that 

nationalism is primarily a political ideology concerned with power and the modern 

state (Gellner 1965, 168; Hobsbawm, 1992, 10; Breuilly, 1993, 1). National identity 

is a type of collective identity that gives allegiance to the nation. The concept of 

nation is an elusive one (Gellner, 1983, 6), which in minimalist terms can be 

understood as a community ς ŀƴ ΨƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩ ŀǎ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ όмффмΣ сύ 

argues ς of equal individuals who share a set of common values. There is also some 

degree of agreement among critics that membership in the nation contains an 

objective dimension and a subjective one. The first has to do with aspects such as 

territory, mass education, and, more importantly, common legal rights and duties 

and a claim to sovereignty (Gellner, 1983, 7; Smith, 1993, 30). The latter refers to a 

common culture, which functions as the cement that unites the members of the 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨƴŀǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ 

While the nation is the community of people that share a sense of common history 

and culture, the state is a legal entity that has to do with power and authority and 

possesses both internal and external sovereignty over its territory and its body of 

citizens, and is constituted in the form of laws (Habermas, 1998, 107). However, 
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the two concepts are conflated by the nationalist ideology, whose main tenet is 

that the nation should be able to fulfill itself politically through state power. This 

connection is reinforced even at the level of culture: national identity has to make 

reference to state institutions to the extent that culture ς conceived in national 

terms ς is produced, reproduced and transmitted within institutionalised 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ΨƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ 

through institutional constraints (standardised language, educational systems, 

etc.).  

As such, the process of nation-building and of national identity formation is 

a political product: it is directed towards acquiring or maintaining state-power, and 

it is the product of elites who use materials from group cultures in order to rally 

Ƴŀǎǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ό.ǊŜǳƛƭƭȅΣ мффоΣ нΣ .ǊŀǎǎΣ мффмΣ уύΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎΩ1 tendencies to 

discount its role in the development of nationalism, culture does play a crucial role 

in the process of identity formation and it can also help to account for the often 

non-Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƳȅǘƘǎΣ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎΣ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ 

ŀƴŘ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎΩ ƛƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ visible with modernisation and 

ǘƘŜ ŀŘǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ ΨǇǊƛƴǘ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎƳΩ ό{ƳƛǘƘΣ мфусΣ мрΤ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΣ мффмύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

strengthened by the shift from an oral to a written culture. Their mass availability 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎΣ ŀǎ άŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

άƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ό{ŎƘǀǇŦƭƛƴΣ мффтΣ нмύΦ 

Thus, Smith is correct in assuming that these symbols and myths of communal past 

are essential in binding communities together. However, construction of the nation 

should be seen as a top to bottom process, where nationalist elites select, modify, 

use and often fabricate such myths of common descent ς as Breuilly (1996, 150-

152) points out ς in order to forge a sense of loyalty to national community they 

claim to represent2. Whether these stories of communal past are genuine or 

fictitious is not particularly relevant for the study of nationalism: as long as the 

members of groups perceive them as real, and as long they are effective as means 

                                                           
1
 See Breuillyôs statement: ñTo focus upon culture, ideology, identity, class or modernisation 

is to neglect the fundamental point that nationalism is, above and beyond all else, about 

politics and that politics is about powerò (Breuilly, 1993, 1).  
2
 In The Sacred and the Profane, Mircea Eliade offers some good examples of how myths 

are created on a very loose basis of real events: on the one hand there are the real events (a 

young man goes into the woods, falls off a cliff and dies) and on the other hand there is the 

mythologised interpretation of the event (a young man goes into the woods, he is cursed by 

the witch of the forest, loses his mind, throws himself off a cliff and dies). The role of the 

myths is to offer models of conduct, which are dictated by supernatural powers.  
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of rallying support for the nation, they should be considered when examining 

nationalist discourse. 

2. Pattern of European Identity Construction 

 

In the case of European identity, one can notice patterns strikingly similar 

to those of national identity construction. Of course, as this process is in 

progress, some aspects are better developed, whereas other are less clearly 

shaped. Nevertheless, what we have in the case of the European Union ς which is 

recognisable from the framework of the nation-state ς is both the objective 

dimension: there is a territory, and there are sets of common legal rights and 

duties, which are manifest through the agency of institutionalised state-like 

structures, and the subjective one: loyalty to the political community is being 

constructed through the employment of the same elements for symbolic 

selection, reinforcement and reproduction (historical myths, symbols, etc.). 

Equally importantly, the project of the European Union is fundamentally 

elite-driven, in the same way the national projects are, which spreads gradually 

from top to bottom, explaining why identification with and support for the 

construction of a united European community is higher among political and social 

elites and lower at the grass-roots level (at least in the initial stages) (Llobera, 

2003, 164; Risse, 2005, 296). 

At the institutional and legal (objective) level it can be argued that the 

European Union has already moved far beyond the initial project of an economic 

community (and a cooperation limited to coal and steel as the 1951 Treaty of 

Paris established) and has taken ς to all intents and purpose ς the shape of 

statehood. Various stages in the development of the European Union reflect the 

non-linear character of the project. Delanty distinguishes three phases in the 

evolution of the European venture, each corresponding to an important shift in 

focus (and to a change in name). In the aftermath of WWII, the European 

Economic Community (EEC) emphasised close economic ties based on 

cooperation between sovereign states. In the second phase ς ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфулΩǎ ς 

ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΩ ǿŀǎ ŘǊƻǇǇŜŘ ό9/ύΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƳƻǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

cooperation to interdependence, with an enhanced legal and administrative 

integration, but still maintaining the emphasis on sovereign states. Since the early 

мффлΩǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǇƘŀǎŜ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴ 

(EU) and the focus shifted to social integration, with increasing law and 
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regulatory policies and with the new legal concept of European citizenship 

(Delanty, 2000, 109-110). Moreover, the institutional framework of the European 

Union ς the European Commission, the European Court of Justice, the European 

Central Bank, etc. are independent from national governments; the members of 

the representative institutions ς the Council of Ministers, the European Council 

and the European Parliament have the double mission of acting as government 

and constituency representatives while, at the same time, representing the Union 

as a whole (Laffan, 2004, 84-85). 

In parallel to these supranational institutional developments, deliberate 

efforts from the Union have been visible, especially in last decades, towards the 

construction of some sense of European collective identity, at least at the 

symbolic level. A range of techniques has been employed in this process. 

Powerful symbols, usually associated with the nation-state have been created: 

the European Union has a flag, an anthem, a Europe Day and a motto. Perhaps 

the most significant symbol of European unity is the common currency, the euro, 

which ς ōŜǎƛŘŜǎ ƛǘǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǳƴƛŦƛŜŘ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ƻŦ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ άώƘŀǎϐ ōŜŜƴ 

designed to appeal to a pan-9¦ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ώΧϐ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ ƴƻǘŜǎ ōŜŀǊώƛƴƎϐ 

the image of a bridge intended to represent different European architectural 

ǎǘȅƭŜǎέ ό5ǳƴƪŜǊƭŜȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ н002, 118).  

The EU has also placed significant focus on education, creating 

programmes fittingly called Leonardo da Vinci, Erasmus, Comenius and Tempus 

encouraging cultural exchange. 

 The goal of such projects is two-fold. On the one hand they have a 

formal, subjective value, which is to create a sense of solidarity by appealing (as 

in the cases of the anthem and of the names of the education) to personalities 

that have universal, but also European (especially through geographical location) 

value. On the other hand, there is a deeper level of substance at which they 

operate. These programmes play the role of exposing the younger generation to 

patterns of cooperation and cultural exchange between various parts of Europe, 

and thus, emphasise similarity (in diversity ς as the EU strives to achieve) rather 

than difference. 

Finally, the drive towards the forging of a European identity is also visible 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ƛƴ 9¦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ άaŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ώΧϐ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀǎ 

ΨǇŜŀŎŜΩΣ ΨǳƴƛǘȅΩΣ ΨŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇΩΣ ΨƘŀǊƳƻƴȅΩΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜ ώΧϐ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ 
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ƻŦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ Ψ9ǳǊƻǇŜΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ ό.ǊǳǘǘŜǊΣ 

2005, 128).   

 

3. National and European Identities: Conflict or Mutual Recognition? 

 

I have so far focused on showing the similarities between national identity 

and European identity in terms patterns of construction and articulation. This 

discussion, however, does not necessarily mean that the two identities are 

incompatible, that the relationship between them is a zero-sum type or that in 

order for European identity to develop, national identity needs to be at least 

eroded. 

In examining whether national identity and European identity are mutually 

exclusive or at least hostile to one another, I will engage with two types of views: 

on the one hand with those claiming that national and European identities are in 

competition and that in the foreseeable future national identity is likely to endure 

(an opinion shared primarily ς but not exclusively ς by scholars of nationalism who 

argue for the pre-modern roots of nations, such as Smith). On the other hand, 

there is the view ς defended by Habermas, among others ς that the bases of 

identification with the European community are radically different from those with 

the national community; national and European identities are, thus, compatible 

and they can coexist peacefully. 

Both these types of arguments rest on the generally agreed claim that 

people can have multiple identities. There are various models of observing any 

hierarchical pattern to how these identities are displayed as well as the interaction 

between them.  One can distinguish between nested identities (conceived as 

concentric circles or Russian Matruska dolls), ΨƳŀǊōƭŜ-ŎŀƪŜΩ type identities (that 

cannot be separated on different levels and where components influence each 

other), cross-cutting, or separate (Risse, 2005, 295-296; Herrmann and Brewer, 

2004, 8). Also, within the multitude of identities and individual has, it is important 

to recognise the role of choice in shaping the weight given to particular identities 

(Sen, 2006, 4). 

This framework opens the possibility for national and European identities 

to coexist. Although individuals may have multiple identities, specific contexts and 

circumstances dictate which identity becomes more important (to the extent that it 

takes primacy over any other) at a particular time. The nature of the relationship 
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between different identities is dictated by the categories those identities belong to. 

One can distinguish between contrasting and non-contrasting identities: the first 

type accounts for the identification with groups belonging to the same category, 

while the latter refers to groups belonging to different categories (Sen, 2006, 28). 

On this basis, as national and European identities compete ς as I have shown ς over 

identical types of structures (both objectively and subjectively), it is conceivable 

that there are conditions that may cause national identity to come into conflict 

with European identity. Factors such as economic decline, migration, etc., can bring 

about such re-evaluations of identities.  

Smith argues that such situations are important, and that European 

identity is not attainable at the expense of national identity. His argument is based 

on the claim that national identity, once established, is impossible to remove (short 

of genocide), as it reinforces itself on the basis of its links with the older cultural 

myths, memories, values and symbols of the core ethnie. By contrast, European 

identity cannot command such emotional commitment because it lacks such 

deeply rooted rituals and ceremonies of collective identification (Smith, 1992, 73; 

Smith, 1993, 30, 131-134). 

Similarly, Shore points out that European identity formation fails where 

national identities have succeeded. He argǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ 

ŀǎ άDǊŜŎƻ-Roman tradition, Judeo-Christian ethics, Renaissance humanism and 

individualism, Enlightenment rationalism and science, civil right tradition, 

ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ƭŀǿΣ ŜǘŎΦέ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǎolidarity; 

moreover, deeply rooted values such as language, historical myths, memories and 

symbols emphasise division rather than unity (Shore 1998, in Llobera, 2003, 165). 

The other category of arguments suggests that European identity can be 

constructed and can function alongside national identities, because their markers 

of cohesiveness are different. Unlike national identities which are based on 

perceived primordial allegiances and are enforced by shared cultures and history, 

attachment to the European Union can be based on what Habermas calls 

ΨŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛǎƳΩΤ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎǘǎ ƻƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ǎƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

is shaped by the emergence of a European public sphere, of a political culture 

shared by all citizens of Europe (Llobera, 2003, 166, Habermas, 2001, 16). 

The empirical evidence brought forward to contradict the opinion that 

national identity and European identity operate in zero-sum terms is generally 

drawn from surveys (such as the Eurobarometer). Quoting Carey (2002) and Citrin 
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and Sides (2004), Risse suggests that such surveys show that national identification 

and European identification are not perceived as contradictory: people feel part of 

both communities (Risse, 2005, 295). Further survey results come to similar 

conclusions: a higher identification with the EU does not involve a lower level of 

national identity (Castano, 2004, 50). 

I will now turn to these arguments and explore them. Smith is correct in 

pointing out that culture plays a crucial role in determining the nature of the 

relationship between national and European identities. He also concedes that if the 

nation is regarded as a civic construct, based on voluntary association of rational 

citizens, the conflict is less apparent, whereas when the nation is viewed as an 

organic, cultural unit, the contradiction becomes sharper (Smith, 1992, 56). The 

distinction between civic/political and ethnic/cultural nations, however, is not 

helpful, because it points to ideal-type cases that are not mirrored by real-life 

equivalents. Nations that are regarded more or less as models of the civic type 

(such as Britain, the United States or France) limit consistently membership in the 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ΨŜǘƘƴƛŎΩ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀΦ hƴŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ƴƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ 

immigration laws of such countries where exclusion from citizenship continues to 

occur on the basis of ancestry, blood, etc (Spencer and Wollman, 2002, 104-105). 

Thus, it is difficult to conceive many communities that are ς as Habermas 

argues ς solely linked by abstract notions of civic duties and human rights. 

Underneath all this there has to exist some perceived sense of common culture, 

which provides and emotional bond to the members of the community. The 

emotional aspect is crucial in reinforcing identity, even when that identity rest on 

individual freedom and rights. Even when the latter (rights and duties) remain very 

important, the discourse of flagging of identity finds it necessarily to go beyond 

them and to appeal to some kind of revered cultural baggage. In his famous 

GettysbǳǊƎ !ŘŘǊŜǎǎΣ !ōǊŀƘŀƳ [ƛƴŎƻƭƴ ŘƻŜǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴǾƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƘƻƭƭƻǿ 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ άǘƘŜ ōǊŀǾŜ ƳŜƴΣ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀŘΣ ǿƘƻ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ώŀƴŘ ǿƘƻϐ ƘŀǾŜ 

consecrated it [so] that this nation, under God3Σ ǎƘŀƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳέ 

in order to command loyalǘȅ ǘƻ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ άŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƳŜƴ ŀǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ Ŝǉǳŀƭέ ό[ƛƴŎƻƭƴΣ мусоΣ ƻƴƭƛƴŜύΦ 

                                                           
3
 There is considerable scholarly debate whether the words óunder Godô were part of the draft 

Lincoln used to address the Union. The version used here is the one inscribed on the walls at 

the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. 



 
From National Identity to European Identity 

JIMS - Volume 2, number 1, 2008 

 

11 
 

Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ {ƳƛǘƘΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ 

based on such values has been constructed in the case of the nation-state, and 

there is no reason why it cannot be replicated ς and indeed it is being constructed 

ς in the case of the European Union. 

Lƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƛǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǿŀȅΩ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊŜǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ 

for the construction of European identity. People can have multiple identities. 

What makes the relationship between these particular two special is: 1. the fact 

that they compete on the same type of institutional frameworks; and 2. the fact 

that they compete on the same type of symbols. 

Most importantly, national identity is the basis for the nationalist ideology, 

and nationalism claims that the nation should take primacy over all other forms of 

social identification. On that basis, nationalism is able to command allegiance and 

loyalty against anything that could threaten (or be seen as threatening) the nation 

(national sovereignty): 

  

The stronger the bond that an individual feels towards the nation, 

the less likely that individual will approve of measures that 

decrease national influence over economics and politics. The 

growth in the scope of the European Union in the realm of 

economics, politics and culture, which have previously been under 

the sole control of the nation-state, impinges on this view of the 

nation. (Carey, 2002, 391) 

 

The implication is not that national identity functions as a barrier for the 

development of European identity, but that nationalism does. National identity is 

ŦƭŀƎƎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ Řŀƛƭȅ ōŀǎƛǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘŀǘ .ƛƭƭƛƎ Ŏŀƭƭǎ Ψōŀƴŀƭ 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ άǿƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎ 

ΨŘŜƛȄƛǎΩέ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨǿŜΩΣ ΨǘƘƛǎΩΣ ΨƘŜǊŜΩ ŜǘŎΦ όмффрΣ фпύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅΣ ȅŜǘ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ōŜƴƛƎƴ 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƘŀōƛǘǳŀƭΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳȅǎǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘΩ Ŏŀƴ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 

invoke the loyalty and sacrifice ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ άŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

ƘƻƳŜƭŀƴŘǎ ŘǊŀǿ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎέ ό.ƛƭƭƛƎΣ мффрΣ туύΦ 

Although survey show ς as mentioned earlier ς that people feel that they belong to 

both national and European communities simultaneously, when it comes to the 

transfer of sovereignty from the nation-state to the EU (i.e. when the two come 

into potential contrast), nationalism is able to influence choices, through its 
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emotive powers. It is the emotional force that plays an important role in evaluating 

identity in such cases rather then civic values or even profit. As Risse (2005, 297) 

points out, categories of people such as farmers and women should, in theory, be 

more supportive and loyal to the EU, the first group because the EU spends the 

largest percent of the budget on its common agricultural policy, and the second 

because the EU championed gender equality; despite all this, support for the EU is 

rather low in both cases.  

A solution for national and European identity to co-exist is if national 

identity disengages from the nationalist claim about the necessity to be congruent 

with the state. The two can share their common grounds as well as recognise 

differences in a harmonious way only when they stop competing over the same 

institutional framework. In other words, for European identity to take off it is 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ άǘƻ ŜȄǘǊŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ 

the state and shape it into a more flexible cultural process independent of political 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎέ όtǊentoulis, 2001, 205). This is not to say with certainty that a 

European identity will develop; rather, that European identity construction is a long 

term process, which depends on various context (not least the decrease in 

nationalist support), but has the potential to realise itself because it contains an 

ΨƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ [ƭƻōŜǊŀ όǳǎƛƴƎ CƻǳƛƭƭŞŜύ ǘŀƭƪǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

concept of idée-force (2003, 156). 

 

Conclusions 

 

This article has examined the relationship between national identity and 

European identity, focusing on two directions of thought: one that claims that 

national identity and European identity are conflicting and that European identity is 

not likely to replace national identity; and the other that argues that European 

identity is constructed on an entirely different basis than national identity and the 

two can coexist. 

On the one hand, it has been argued that European identity cannot 

compete with national identity because it does not have deep rooted memories, 

myths and traditions that can induce a sense of loyalty the same way national 

identity does. On the other hand it has been argued that national identity and 

European identity do not clash, because their bases for allegiance are different. 

Unlike national identity which rests on a common culture to bind people, European 
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ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ΨŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǘǊƛƻǘƛǎƳΩ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

freedoms.  

There are reasons to believe that both these views offer a narrow picture 

of the relationship between the two identities. I have argued that the formation of 

European identity involves forging symbols, myths and memories in the same way 

national identity did. Because these myths and memories are not fixed (although 

they are often perceived to be), there is no reason to believe that these new 

constructs cannot become as powerful as the national ones and that, indeed, they 

can override national them. Second, although European identity is to a large degree 

based on principles of popular sovereignty and civic rights, it still needs a shared 

ΨŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ǘƻ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǘ ŀƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

although both European identity and national identity are created following similar 

patterns they do not necessarily clash. It is nationalism rather than national identity 

that could hinder the development of the European identity. 
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Is there a European Identity?  

National Attitudes and Social Identification toward the 

European Union  

 

Mathieu PETITHOMME 

 

Abstract. This paper shows that the variety of national attitudes toward the EU could 

account for the continuous difficulties in fostering integration. European citizens have 
competing normative views and do not agree on the nature, the purpose and the priorities 
of the EU project. Not only do they differ in their attitudes toward enlargement and the 
opportunity to foster a political union, but the reasons of their divergence are also distinct. 
While national belonging does matter at the aggregated micro-level, there are also strong 
attitudinal differences linked with sociological variables within each country. Yet, in identity 
terms, processes of social identifications remain closely linked with the national level. The 
EU integratioƴ ƛǎ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ άdistanciationέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
survival from the national to the supranational level. While people keep their affective 
identifications at the national level, political power is increasingly exercised at the EU level. 
Lƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ ƛǘ ŎŀǳǎŜǎ ŀ άǊŜǘŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘέ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ 
to EU integration. 
 
Keywords: Public Attitudes, EU support, European Identity 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The sense of belonging to a given social community and to pertinent 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

particular political identity can be considered as the principal source of legitimacy 

to the self-organization of a given community. Without identity, a robust legitimacy 

cannot be attached to a specific political entity. Conventionally, political science 

Ƙŀǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ƳŜŀǎǳǊƛƴƎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 

integration, more than on explaining the reasons of emergence or non-emergence 
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of a sense of European identity.4 Such an identity could be approached in two different 

ǿŀȅǎΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ άǘƻǇ-Řƻǿƴέ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

subjective limits of the European community. This perspective tries to define who can be 

considered as European? What can define the European culture and what are the 

boundaries of its political community? Yet, the European identity can also be 

ŀǇǇǊŜƘŜƴŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ άōƻǘǘƻƳ-ǳǇέ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪΣ ōȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǿƘƻ ŦŜŜƭ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ŘƻŜǎ 

not? Hence, this paper aims to contribute to the understanding of the process of 

European identity formation using systematic comparisons of national attitudes toward 

the EU. While many social scientists have taken for granted the existence of a European 

identity, studying it as an object more than as a process, we try to use a somewhat 

different perspective, asking why, until now, it is empirically doubtful to say that a 

European identity does exist? To some extent, it is true that citizens do identify 

themselves with the EU. Yet, in the short term, national identities are highly predominant 

and will remain so for a long time. Thus, rather than trying to grasp what does not yet 

exists, it seems scientifically more appropriate to focus on why a European sense of 

identity is so weak. 

 

The Existence of Multiple Normative Views on the European Union 

 

 To begin with, it seems meaningful to delineate what kind of project do citizens 

associate with the EU. While the views of political leaders on the aim of the integration 

project are regularly acknowledged, few works emphasize that the variety of perceptions 

which national citizens attach to the EU could account for the great difficulties in 

fostering integration.5 It is generally believed that the EU integration will lead to a long-

term convergence of national attitudes.  

                                                           
4
 See for instance Gabel, M. & Whitten, G. D. (1997), ñEconomic Conditions, Economic 

Perceptions and Public Support for European Integrationò, Political Behavior, 19(1), pp. 81-

96; Gabel, M. (1998), Public Support for European Integration: An Empirical Test of Five 

Theoriesò, The Journal of Politics, 60(2), pp. 333-54; Anderson, C. J. (1998), ñWhen in 

doubt use proxies. Attitudes toward domestic politics and support for European Integrationò, 

Comparative Political Studies, 31(5), pp. 569-601. 
5
 On that point, see for instance the work of Eichenberg and Dalton which argue that 

ñnational traditionsò can explain a great deal of citizensô attitudes toward the EU: 

Eichenberg, C. G. & Dalton, R. J. (1993), ñEuropeans and the European Community: The 

Dynamics of Public Support for European Integrationò, International Organization, 47(2), 

pp. 507-34. On the growing literature on the sociology of European integration, see Deflem, 

M. & Pampel, F. C. (1996), ñThe Myth of Postnational Identity: Popular Support for 

European Identificationò, Social Forces, 75(1), pp. 119-43; Menéndez-Alarcòn, A. V. 

(1995), ñNational Identities Confronting European Integrationò, International Journal of 

Politics, Culture & Society, 8(3), pp. 543-62; Menéndez-Alarcòn, A. V. (2002), The Cultural 
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Different countries will gradually become more similar in terms of prosperity and 

social attitudes. Nevertheless, it seems that national attitudes toward the EU are 

compound, and they are likely to continuously diverge in the forthcoming future. 

European citizens do not agree on the purpose of the EU project and on what it should 

entail for the future. For testing these strong national differences over the meaning of 

9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŀǘtitudes on the two dimensions of (1) 

enlargement and (2) political union.  

These two features are considered as indicators of the support toward the 

widening and the deepening of the EU, which are two main contentious issues of the EU 

project. For decades now, the European community has witnessed over lasting 

dissensions between people preferring intergovernmental options, and others privileging 

federal evolutions.6  

In autumn 2006, 58% of the Europeans were in favor of a European political 

union. While 52% ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άƻƭŘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ 

ŀǘǘŀƛƴǎ сп҈ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άƴŜǿ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέΦ7 While 77% of the population in Slovakia and Slovenia 

support the promotion of a political union, the proportions are slightly lower in the 

Netherlands (50%), in France and in Luxembourg (49%). The support is even lower in 

countries which are traditionally reluctant to EU integration: 42% in Sweden and 

Denmark, 40% in Austria, 36% in Finland and 31% in the UK. These findings tend to 

suggest that there is ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ άǘǿƻ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέΦ 

While people in the old EU member states are becoming more skeptical, central and 

Eastern European citizens are much more enthusiastic. While the former fear that the 

original political project will become less and less feasible, the latter only begin to enjoy 

the benefits of membership after the imposition of EU conditionality.   

Moreover, only 46% of EU citizens agree that the process of enlargement should 

continue while 42% are opposed and 12% do not know.8 Those results can be partly 

                                                                                                                                                      
Realm of European Integration. Social Representations in France, Spain and the United 

Kingdom, Westport: Praeger, pp. 543-62. 
6
 For the main works on the intergovernmental theory, Cf. Moravcsik, A. (1993), 

ñPreferences and Power in the European Community: A Liberal Intergovernmentalist 

Approachò, Journal of Common Market Studies, 31(2), pp. 473-524; Moravcsik, A. (1998), 

The Choice for Europe. Social Purpose and State from Messina to Maastricht, New York: 

Cornell University Press. 
7
 Eurobarometer 66.1, QA11: ñAre you, yourself, for or against the development towards a 

European political union?ò ï For. 
8
 Eurobarometer 66.1., QA 25.4: ñWhat is your opinion on each of the following statements? 

Please tell me for each statement, whether you are for it or against itò ï Further enlargement 

of the EU to include other countries in future years ï For. 
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biased and could reflect the divide between Western and Eastern Europe. Considering 

that old member states are more numerous than the new members, the average 

attitude of European citizens on the enlargement could over-represent the attitude of 

Western Europeans. Indeed, while in Poland, the support for EU enlargement reaches 

76%, 74% in Slovenia and 68% in Romania, favorable opinions are much more moderate 

in countries like Italy (47%) or Belgium (46%). Old member states are also the more 

reluctant to EU enlargement which is only supported by 34% of French citizens, 32% in 

Luxembourg and 30% in Germany. The figure 1 below presents the findings of a 

comparison between national attitudes toward the EU political union and the EU 

enlargement. It clearly appears that there are various normative views associated with 

the EU project. The countries which became members in 2004 and 2007 are the most 

supportive of both the enlargement and the construction of a political union. The first 

circle is composed of eight of the ten countries which entered the EU in 2004 (Poland, 

Lithuania, Slovenia, Hungary, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Malta) and the last two 

members (Bulgaria and Romania). Greek citizens are the only relatively old members 

which are both in favor of the enlargement (71%) and supportive of the achievement of a 

political union (73%). 
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The second circle is composed of more moderate countries which are 

generally in favor of a political union but remain much more divided on the 

perspective of the enlargement. It includes the recent members of Latvia and 

Estonia, but in general, all the other countries are from Western Europe (Spain, 

Portugal, the Netherlands, Ireland, Italy and Belgium). France, Luxembourg and 

Germany, all founding fathers of the EU, seem to share a specific position primarily 

characterised by their strong reluctance toward the enlargement which is 

supported by less than 35% of their respective populations. Finally, the promotion 

of a political union is favored by a minority of citizens in the Scandinavian countries 

(Sweden, Denmark and Finland), in the UK and in Austria. A short majority of 

Swedish citizens are in favor of EU enlargement (53%), but all the others are quite 

opposed to this perspective (48% in Denmark, 43% in Finland) or strongly reluctant 

(36% in the UK and 30% in Austria). 

Consequently, it is clear that citizens in the EU 27 are more than ever 

divided on the future of the EU integration project. There are still strong national 

and ŜǾŜƴ άǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭέ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ Ŝŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

the EU. Not only do citizens differ in their general attitudes toward enlargement 

and the opportunity to foster a political union, but the reasons of their divergences 

are also distinct.9 Scandinavian citizens tend to resist European integration because 

they perceive that their national institutions would provide higher social standards 

and more inclusive and participatory political systems than the EU could do.10 

Differently, the new central and Eastern European members are generally 

associating the EU project with peace and socioeconomic prosperity. EU 

membership is an indirect way for going beyond a shameful past of Communist 

ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ άƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎέΦ11 In contrast, Western 

                                                           
9
 A similar argument is made by Breakwell which states that ñthe EU has poor definition as a 

superordinate category and that, without an agreed-on ñportraitò for this identity element 

derived from EU categorisation, there will be great diversity in the ways it is characterised 

by different people in different countriesò. Cf. Breakwell, G. M. (2004), ñIdentity Change in 

the Context of the Growing Influence of European Union Institutionsò, in Herrmann, R. K., 

Risse, T. & Brewer, M. B. (eds.), Transnational Identities. Becoming European in the EU, 
Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 8. 
10

 On the differences in terms of redistributive policies and welfare states between Western 

Europe and Scandinavian political systems, see the insightful book by Esping-Andersen, G. 

(1990), The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press. 
11

 The expression has been used to describe the paths followed by Portugal and Spain in their 

accession to the EU. See Royo, S. & Manuel, C. (2003), ñSome lessons from the Fifteenth 

Anniversary of the Accession of Portugal and Spain to the European Unionò, in Royo, S. & 

Manuel, C. (eds.), Spain and Portugal in the European Union. The First Fifteen Years, 

London, Franck Cass, p. 19. 
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Europeans tend to fear a dilution of the original EU project. The moderation of pro-

European attitudes in recent years seems to be a side effect of the consecutive 

enlargements and the consequent losses of powers for themselves. Thus, the 

difficulties to foster EU integration could thus be explained by the fact that there is 

no such thing as an EU integration project, but in fact, there are several competing 

EU integration projects. 

 

2. A Persistent Social Divide in the Support for EU Integration 

 

 

When social scientists deal with the support for EU integration, they 

generally focus exclusively on national attitudes. Even though the national variable 

appears highly relevant, it would nevertheless be scientifically insufficient to limit 

our analysis to national determinants. Hence, if one has to consider the support 

toward European integration, a pertinent model has to follow a two-level 

explanation. In other words, while at the aggregated micro level, citizens differ in 

their attitudes toward the EU in function of their national belonging, there are also 

strong differences between citizens within each country, depending on their level 

of education, social status or degree of ethnocentrism. A theory explaining the 

support toward EU integration has to be a social theory because in a given country, 

the attitudes of citizens from lower social classes can be closer with that of citizens 

of the same social status in another country than with their fellow nationals from 

upper classes. To assess more comprehensively this sociological divide, three 

countries rather different in terms of national attitudes toward the EU have been 

selected (Great-Britain, France and Belgium). National attitudes have been 

decomposed in function of several socio-economic variables. The results of this 

analysis are presented below (Figure 2). 

In coherence with our first demonstration, it can be said that for all the 

independent variables considered, the British have always a less positive 

perception of the EU, the French have a moderately positive image and the 

Belgians share a very good image of the EU. The figure 2 shows that for all the 

independent variables, there is a double effect of the national context and of the 

considered variable in itself. The factor of cognitive mobilization seems to play an 

important role in the differentiation of attitudes.12 Indeed, for the three countries 

                                                           
12

 Ronald Inglehart has argued that the shift from industrial to postindustrial societies would 

lead individuals to experience higher degrees of social mobility while the general level of life 

and education would tend to increase. On the political plan, this social change would have 
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considered, the positive perception of the EU increases with a higher level of 

education, a higher knowledge of the EU and it tends to decline with the 

augmentation of the age. While a positive perception of the EU is shared by 42% 

of British citizens which have studied less than 20 years, 55% of French and 68% 

of Belgians, the proportions rise for attaining respectively 73%, 80% and 83% for 

those which have accomplished more than 20 years of study. In the same way, 

64% of the 15-39 years-old in Great-Britain, 71% in France and 85% in Belgium 

                                                                                                                                                      
two major consequences: on the one hand, it would foster citizensô average levels of political 

competence or ñcognitive mobilizationò, and in the other hand, the progression of ñpost-

materialistò values would influence an evolution of societal priorities, from ñmaterialistò 

values like economic and physical security to ñpost-materialistò values like individual 

liberty, personal autonomy and political participation. Cf. Boy, D. & Mayer, N. (1997), ñLes 

Formes de la Participationò, in Boy, D. & Mayer, N. (1997), LôElecteur a ses Raisons, Paris, 

Presses de Sciences Po, pp. 55. See also, Inglehart, R. (1990), Culture Shift in Advanced 

Industrial Society, Princeton, NY: Princeton University Press. 
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have positive perceptions of the EU, while the proportions only reach 43%, 63% 

and 72% for those who have more than 40 years-old. 

Furthermore, in the three countries considered, the social status seems 

to determine the perceptions of the EU. Citizens from upper classes are always 

more positive than those of the middle and working classes. The differentiation 

between social classes seems relatively more moderate as expected in France 

(from 61% to 68%) and in Belgium (from 73% to 80%), even though it is more 

clear-cut in Great-Britain (from 46% to 59%). Even if the effect is quite 

temperate, it follows the same trend as other existing studies.13 When we look 

at the ideological variable, apart from the French case, it seems that EU support 

is higher on the left than on the right of the political spectrum. The effect is 

quite clear in Great-Britain. While 68% of left voters have a good image of the 

EU, they are only 36% on the right side of the political spectrum. In general, it 

has been considered that left voters are more in favor of European integration 

ǘƘŀǘ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛǎŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ άŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ǊƛƎƘǘέ ŀǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ 

homogeneous on the support for the EU than people on the left.14 However, 

further empirical research is needed in order to define whether this tendency 

might apply to all the EU 27. What has been demonstrated in the literature is 

that people who support political parties situated in the center of the political 

spectrum have a higher probability to be positive about the EU than people 

who support peripheral parties. Hence, for Hooghe and Marks, there is a 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ άƛƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ ¦ ŎǳǊǾŜέ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōe drawn on the support for EU 

integration.15  

                                                           
13

 Certainly, the moderate differentiation results from the difficulty to regroup the original 

eighteen social classes given by the Eurobarometer survey into three different social classes 

without losing the substance of the analysis. For the evolution of the social class as an 

explanatory variable, consult Boy, D. & Mayer, N. (1997), ñQue reste-t-il des variables 

lourdes?ò, in Boy, D. & Mayer, N. (ed.), LôElecteur a ses Raisons, Paris: Presses de Sciences 

Po, pp. 101-38. See also Vilchez-Silva, B. (2006), ñLes classes populaires et lôUnion 

Europ®enneò, in Reyni®, D. (ed.), LôOpinion Europ®enne en 2006, Paris: Editions de la Table 

Ronde, pp. 68. 

14
 Belot, C. & Cautrès, B. (2004), ñLôEurope, Invisible mais Omnipr®senteò, in Cautrès, B. & 

Mayer, N. (ed.), Le Nouveau Désordre Electoral. Les Leçons de 21 Avril 2002, Paris: Presses 

de Sciences Po, pp. 131. 
15

 Hooghe, L., Marks, G. & Wilson, C. J. (2004), ñDoes left/right structure party positions on 

European integration?ò, in Marks, G. & Steenbergen, M. R. (ed.), European Integration and 

Political Conflict, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 235-60. 
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Various other effects can be observed by looking at other independent 

variables. To live in a big town rather than in the countryside systematically 

favor more positive images. On that point, the proportions are situated 

between 58% and 78% in France, 79% and 84% in Belgium and between 39% 

and 55% in Great-Britain. In addition, people who fear that the EU project will 

engender high individual costs for them, or who think that the process of 

integration represents a cultural threat have always a less positive image of the 

EU. The differences of attitudes can even bypass 45%. Indeed, it seems that the 

άǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅέΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǎŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ 

conditions can be understood in parallŜƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ǘƻ 

pertain to lower social classes.16 The inequalities of cultural and political 

competences seem themselves linked with inequalities in the socioeconomic 

order as the social position or the belonging to the working class.17  

In the end, if we consider the overall independent variables, it is 

possible to differentiate two types of sub-populations for the three countries 

considered. On the one hand, the young individuals, with a higher level of 

education, a good knowledge of the EU and which identify with the left tend to 

have a good image of the EU. This type of individuals which are usually in favor 

of the EU are also generally from urban background, open to other cultures and 

in a favorable socioeconomic situation which led them not to fear a loss of 

benefits which would result from EU integration. On the other hand, old people, 

with a low level of education, which tend to identify with the right side of the 

political spectrum and which have a bad knowledge of the EU have a higher 

probability to share a negative image of the EU. To live in the countryside, to 

declare oneself Christian, to fear a loss of national identity or a loss of 

socioeconomic benefits resulting from EU integration also reinforce the 

probability to have a negative image of the EU. In the end, the conjunction of 

the factors of cultural and political competence, social position, partisan 

preference and degree of ethnocentrism seems to distinguish two-subtypes of 

populations with diverging attitudes toward the EU within all the countries 

considered. Alongside national determinants, socio-economic factors play a 

great role in the differentiation of individual attitudes. 

 

 

                                                           
16

 Cf. Gabel, M. J. (1998), Interests and Integration: Market Liberalization, Public Opinion 

and European Union, Ann Arbor, Michigan University Press, pp. 26. 
17

 Belot, C. & Cautrès, B. (2004), op. cit., pp. 129. 



                      
Mathieu PETITHOMME 

JIMS - Volume 2, number 1, 2008 

 

24 
 

3. The Illusion of an Effect of Socialization 

 

Since the early beginnings, European policy-makers have argued that EU 

popular legitimacy would be derived from its capacity to promote future-oriented 

policies and to solve complex problems at the EU level. The EU system of governance 

has been presented as a new type of political system which includes features of 

intergovernmental cooperation and supranational decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ DƛǾŜƴ ƛǘǎ άǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎέ 

characteristics, many social science theorists have defended that it is useless to 

compare the EU with other political systems as it is not an international organization, 

nor is it a state. This tendency to consider the EU apart from theoretical reflections has 

two major consequences. 

First, in terms of popular legitimacy, many have argued that the traditional 

άōƻǘǘƻƳ-ǳǇέ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭǎ within nation-states cannot be applied 

to the EU. At the national level, there is a government άof the people, by the people 

and for ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ƻŦ 

political actors are dependent on popular support. If people have to elect 

representatives, it is only because they cannot exercised directly and constantly their 

shared sovereignty. Thus, they delegate their powers to elected political 

representatives which are given a defined mandate for taking decisions. Hence, 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ άinput democraciesέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ 

Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦ  

In contrast, many have argued that this type of legitimacy is inapplicable at the 

EU level. The specific requirements of European policy-making, complex problem-

solving mechanisms and negotiations between member states would not permit 

European MPs or Commissioners to be as accountable as their national counterparts. 

In fact, even though a given member of the European Parliament could have some 

commitment with his electorate, the pressures for consensus and the necessary 

ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ά9ǳǊƻ-ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƭŜŀŘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦŀǊ 

from different from the original project. Consequently, European political actors have 

ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 9¦ ƛǎ ŀƴ άoutput-oriented democracyέΦ18  

Its legitimacy would not have to be assessed in reference with its popular 

assets, but with its effectiveness in terms of political outcomes. 

Secondly, in terms of popular identity, many politicians have believed that if 

the EU would be judged in relation with its political outcomes, in the long term, its 

                                                           
18

 Schmidt, V. (2005), ñDemocracy in Europe: The Impact of European Integrationò, 

Perspectives on Politics, 3(4), pp. 768-71. 
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positive actions would necessarily lead to the development of a European sense of 

identity among EU citizens. While in the short term national identities will remain 

dominant, it is believed that the concrete benefits enjoyed by EU citizens in terms of 

peace, security and prosperity would gradually lead them to develop positive views on 

their European identity. Nevertheless, it is far from clear that it is actually the case. Not 

only do national identities remain the first objects of popular identification, but it does 

not seem that an effect of socialisation exists.19 The following argumentation will 

address these two aspects in more details. 

¢ƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜŦŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ άǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘέΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ άŦŜŜƭέ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ 

over-emphasise the agency of European institutions in the process of identity 

formation.20 In other words, the process of European identity formation is generally 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ άǘƻǇ-Řƻǿƴέ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ 

integration, and in response to it, ordinary citizens would gradually identify themselves 

with the EU. For instance, Michael Bruter defends that supranational institution 

building has a strong influence on the development of a sense of European identity for 

individual citizens. He argues that the continuous exposition to EU symbols and the 

continual institutionalisation of the EU system of governance would stimulate the 

process of European identity formation.21 IŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ 

9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛƴ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƛǎ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŜ ƻŦ 9¦ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇέΣ 

an implicit way of saying that national identification with the EU would necessarily 

progress over time.22 

Nowadays, it is true that a huge majority of European citizens know the 

emblematic symbol of the European flag. 95% of European citizens in the EU 27 declare 

that they have already seen it.23 Moreover, 78% of them declare that the EU flag 

άǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻƻŘέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ Řƻ ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ 

                                                           
19

 As Soledad Garcia puts it, ñA European identity cannot in any case be constructed 

exclusively from above. Europe will exist as an unquestionable political community only 

when European identity permeates peopleôs lives and daily existenceò. Cf. Garcia, S. (1993), 

ñEuropeôs fragmented Identities and the frontiers of citizenshipò, in Garcia, S. (ed.), 
European Identity and the search for legitimacy, London & New York: Pinter Publishers, pp. 

15. 
20

 For an example of such argument, Cf. Laffan, B. (2004), ñThe European Union and its 

Institutions as ñIdentity Buildersò, in Herrmann, R. K., Risse, T. & Brewer, M. B. (eds.), 

Transnational Identities. Becoming European in the EU, Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 

75-97. 
21

 Bruter, M. (2005), Citizens of Europe?, Houndmills, Palgrave Macmillan, pp. 30-36. 
22

 Bruter, M. (2005), Ibid., pp. 38. 
23

 Eurobarometer 67, QA 42: ñHave you ever seen this symbol?ò - The European flag. 
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this symbol, but they also attach a positive judgment to it.24 Though, refuting Michael 

.ǊǳǘŜǊΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ǿŜ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ 

that they would ultimately develop a sense of European identity. The question of 

European identity is primarily linked with how people feel attached to the EU, and not 

only with how they perceive it. Moreover, even if one looks at how people perceive the 

9¦Σ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άǘƻǇ-Řƻǿƴέ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ŜȄƛǎǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŜǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

the EU integration does not seem to be correlated with a greater popular 

consciousness of the EU. Since the 1980s, the proportion of EU citizens which are 

aware of how the EU works has not really progressed. For instance, in autumn 2006, 

ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ 9¦ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ όпо҈ύ ŀŦŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ άƘƻǿ ǘƘŜ 9¦ 

ǿƻǊƪǎέΦ25 The figure 3 below shows that between 2000 and 2005 there is only 2% of EU 

ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǿƘƻ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ŀǎǎŜǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ άƪƴƻǿ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭέ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 9¦Σ ƛǘǎ 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛǘǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ нн҈ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ άƪƴƻǿ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ƭƻǘέ ŀƴŘ но҈ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜȅ άƪƴƻǿ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎέ ǿƘƛƭŜ ро҈ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ άƪƴƻǿ ŀ ōƛǘέΦ LŦ ŀ άǘƻǇ-Řƻǿƴέ 

process of identity formation from elites to ordinary citizens would exist, it seems that 

it has not been really effective up to now. The large majority of EU citizens still ignore 

the way the EU works. 

 

                                                           
24

 Eurobarometer 67, QA 43.2: ñThis symbol is the European flag. I have a list of statements 

concerning it. I would like to have your opinion on each of these. For each of them, could 

you please tell me if you tend to agree or tend to disagreeò- This flag stand for something 

good. 
25

 Eurobarometer 66, QA 12.2: ñPlease tell me for each statement, whether you tend to agree 

or tend to disagreeò ï I understand how the EU works ï Tend to agree. 
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In addition, it seems worthless to compare this first indicator with a second one 

which deals with the effective knowledge of the EU. This second indicator is composed of 

three correct answers to three statements related to EU institutions.26 The figure 4 

presents a comparison of these two indicators. European countries have been grouped 

together depending on the date of their EU admission. Seven different groups of 

countries have been delineated: (1) the six founding members (Germany, France, Italy, 

The Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg), (2) UK, Denmark and Ireland which became 

members in 1973, (3) Greece in 1981, (4) Spain and Portugal in 1986, (5) Sweden, Austria 

and Portugal in 1995, (6) Poland, Cyprus, Slovenia, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Hungary, 

Slovakia, Malta and the Czech Republic in 2004, and finally, (7) Romania and Bulgaria in 

2007. LŦ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜȄƛǎǘΣ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ 

the EU progresses over time. It should be observed that citizens in old EU member states 

would know better the EU, its institutions and its policies than citizens in new member 

states.  

Nonetheless, the figure shows that in practice, things seem more complicated. If 

one exclusively compares the attitudes of the countries which have joined the EU in 1995 

with those who did it in 2005, the figure tends to suggest the existence of an effect of 

socialisation. There is a gradual decrease of the effective knowledge of the EU: while 

23.66 % of Swedish, Austrian and Finish people are considered to have an effective 

knowledge of the EU, the proportions decrease to 21.6 % for eastern European citizens 

and to 8.5% in Romania and Bulgaria. 

 
                                                           
26

 Eurobarometer 66.1, QA 20: ñFor each of the following statements about the EU could 

you please tell me whether you think it is true or false?ò (1) The EU currently consists of 15 

Member states (false); (2) Members of the EU Parliament are elected directly by EU citizens 

(true); (3) Every six months a different Member State takes the EU Presidency (true). Those 

people who give three correct answers are considered to have an effective knowledge of the 

EU. 
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Yet, the figure highlights that it is far from being a clear cut dynamic. 

Indeed, Spain and Portugal are members of the EU since 1986 but only 20% of their 

respective citizens have a good knowledge of the EU, a similar proportion with that 

of countries which are only members since 2004. On the understanding of the EU, 

those southern European countries even show lower percentages than the new 

1995, 2004 and 2007 members. The same pattern seems to be true for the 

founding fathers of the EU: 47.7% of their citizens declare to understand how the 

EU works while only 21.6% could be considered to have an effective knowledge of 

the EU. These proportions are quite similar with those countries which became EU 

members in 1995 and in 2004. The fact that France, Germany, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg have been EU members for fifteen years 

does not seem to make the difference. Of course, only a broad longitudinal 

approach could sustain robust results. Yet, our analysis seems to show that it is 

difficult to defend empirically that an effect of socialisation does exist. 

 

4. Preexisting National Identities and European Identity Formation 

 

If there is no effect of socialisation as it has often been argued, then, how 

could a European identity emerge? It seems misleading to conceive the European 

identity as something out there which could be observed and objectified. Rather, 

there is a crucial need to focus on the process of European identity formation and 

on its main determinants. A European identity will necessarily have to be based on 

preexisting national identities. Indeed, many social scientists have showed that it is 

worthless to speak of exclusive identities. In a global world in which processes of 

social integration at a higher level are widespread, identities are becoming more 

multiple.27 Contrary to what postmodern or cosmopolitan theorists would say, it 

seems rather improbable that people would dismiss their national identities to 

identify with the EU from one day to another. Thus, the development of a 

European identity could only be possible through a reconstruction, an enrichment 

of national identities by including a European component.  

The figure 5 below presents a comparison between national and European 

prides. It shows that national pride is always higher than European pride in all 

countries considered. While the sense of national pride vary from 98% in Cyprus 

and 70% in Germany, the sense of European pride vary from 80% in Slovakia to 33% 

                                                           
27

 Herrman, R. & Brewer, M. B. (2004), ñIdentities and Institutions: Becoming European in 

the EUò, in Herrmann, R. K., Risse, T. & Brewer, M. B. (eds.), Transnational Identities. 

Becoming European in the EU, Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, pp. 8. 
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in the UK. On average, in the EU 27, the national pride attains 86% while the 

European pride only reaches 59%. In all the countries, a clear majority of citizens 

feel proud of their nationality. Yet, it does not seem to be the case for the 

attachment to Europe: 19% do not feel proud to be European and 17% do not feel 

European at all. As we have previously demonstrated, the probability to feel 

European and to be proud of it is always higher for people with a high social status, 

as well as good levels of education and degrees of knowledge of the EU. 

 

The sense of European pride is also highly correlated with positive 

images of the EU and positive assessment of the benefits of EU membership. 

Among those who have a positive image of the EU, 79% feel proud to be 

European, while the proportion decreases to 51% for people with a neutral 

image. It only reaches 26% for people with a negative image. In the same way, 

for those who consider that their country has benefited from EU membership, 

73% feel proud to be European while the percentage decreases to 40% when 

the benefits of membership are assessed to be negative. Consequently, it 

seems that even if a sense of attachment to Europe can theoretically progress 

in the forthcoming years, it would have to be built in complement and not 


