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C H A P T E R  9

Elevating European Awareness

Is Europe the same as the European Union (EU)? The question may appear 
naive, as we all know that substantial parts of the continent are not member 
states. We know the political history, that states successively joined ‘the club’ 
as it grew from six to twenty-eight members. Now, Britain has left, but per-
haps more countries will join. The EU has certainly had a great impact on 
the rest of Europe. However, we are also aware that the Council of Europe 
has almost fifty members. Neither geographically nor politically is Europe 
interchangeable with the EU. Still, we often hear the terms used together, 
which can be very convenient. So, when did the EU become Europe? One 
answer is that it was there from the beginning of the economic community 
in the 1950s. The founding rhetoric took on the Europeanist claim to rep-
resent the future of Europe, as we saw at the Congress of Europe in 1948. 
Nine years later, the signatories of the Treaty of Rome attested to the claim 
of beginning a process in which others would follow, thereby representing 
Europe’s unification and, in a sense, the essence of Europe. The treaty began 
by claiming to provide the ‘foundation of an ever-closer union between the 
European peoples’, not limiting itself to the then six member nations. The 
claim of the European Economic Community (EEC) to represent Europe 
included promises of ‘eliminating the barriers which divide Europe’ and im-
proving the living standards and working conditions of its peoples. Only the 
final paragraph of the preamble’s presentation of the basic principles of the 
treaty directed the reader’s attention to the fact that some of Europe had 
been excluded, by ‘calling upon the other peoples of Europe who share’ 
the founding members’ efforts. Moreover, the common bodies appointed 
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were the European Commission, the European Social Fund, the European 
Investment Bank, and the European Atomic Energy Community.1 The new 
community and its institutions had dressed themselves up as Europe.

There is fundamentally more to the story, from the perspective of intel-
lectual history. One major characteristic of post-World War Two Europe 
was the quest to revive the concept of Europe. However, the situation was 
always more complicated, with academic opinions split between unification 
or division, and between decline or hope of a new self-awareness. Defend-
ers of unification claimed that the concept of Europe was synonymous with 
the integration that was underway. Along with this came the key theme of 
European awareness and the ambition to raise the consciousness of being 
European, which engaged intellectuals, not least historians, in the early de-
cades of the post-war period. Beginning in the 1980s, another main theme 
emerged: European identity. It was nurtured within the European Com-
mission’s programmatic ambition to raise European consciousness, as well as 
because of a general interest in the concept of identity, reflected in politics 
and among intellectuals.

The concept of Europe was increasingly associated with unification as 
well as with borders within Europe, which had consequences regarding dis-
putes about the meanings of Europe. What were the origins of European 
unity and its divisions? Was European awareness connected to its historical 
origins or focused on its future organisation? When did a European identity 
begin to emerge? Who was European? Just as the integration concept was a 
new contribution to the political language of post-war cooperation and uni-
fication, beginning around 1970 and gaining ground in the 1980s and 1990s, 
‘identity’ had become interwoven with the political language. European 
identity became a key concept, just as European integration had previously. 
However, while integration was primarily associated with economic, legal 
and political affairs, identity was concerned with the conceptualisation of 
Europe as a community in the broader sense. It is perhaps no surprise, then, 
that the close ties between the EU agenda and the launching of European 
identity brought about controversies. The discourse on Europe’s future was 
energised by visions of the future as well as by the concept of a European 
culture marked by its diversity.

Ambivalent Narrative: Unification or Division

Writing about the European idea in the 1960s, Denis de Rougemont high-
lighted the new interest of contemporary historians in a cultural unity that 
was much older than the Treaty of Rome. He illustrated this by citing his-
torians from eleven different nationalities, all from countries west of the Iron 
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Curtain, and focused on the development of a Western culture, apparently 
based in Britain, France and Germany. Certainly, de Rougemont’s histori-
ography was intended to confirm the development of a European federation, 
presenting a teleological approach to history, and claiming that European ci-
vilisation should be based on Christian values, represent universalism, and be 
responsible for the future of humanity.2 He stated that historians in Western 
Europe had answered the call for a historical narrative of the development 
of European unity rather than one emphasising the differences and disputes 
among nation states.3 Recent research confirms this interest among post-war 
historians, and demonstrates the intensified activity that went into making 
Europe a theme in writing history.4 However, the situation is more com-
plex than that. It includes contrasting views between a concept of Europe 
that is limited to Western Europe and one that includes larger parts of the 
continent, and between the narrative of an emerging Europe, and one of a 
declining and disintegrating Europe.

De Rougemont silently neglected a range of historians who expressed 
pessimism about Europe’s future and/or included Central European coun-
tries in their definition and discussion of the future of Europe. Exiled Pol-
ish historians Francis Dvornik, Oscar Halecki and Otto Forst de Battaglia 
recalled and elaborated on the concepts of Central Europe and East Central 
Europe as a territorial and cultural area that used to belong to Europe but was 
overtaken by the Soviet Union and the communists.5 The emigrant histo-
riographical literature reiterated Halecki and Dvornik’s stressing of previous 
attempts at state building throughout history to embrace the multinational 
communities of the region. They were disillusioned by the region’s nation 
states, with their weaknesses of aggressive tendencies, border disputes, and 
history of deportations and massacres. Some pleaded for a federation of states 
surrounding the Danube, recalling the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary 
and its cultural heritage.6 This literature was characterised by the intention 
to demonstrate alternatives to the polarisation between the Soviet Union 
and the United States with its consequences for Central Europe. The au-
thors highlighted Yugoslavia and Romania’s success in distancing themselves 
from the Soviet Union and the uprisings in East Germany, Poland, Hungary 
and Czechoslovakia, as illustrating a widespread desire for a neutral Central 
Europe. They mentioned propositions from the British Labour leader Denis 
Healey to make Central Europe into a nuclear-free zone, and from Khrush-
chev and Churchill about a neutral Germany. A neutral zone between the 
East and the West – perhaps also encompassing the Nordic countries, the 
Baltic states, and the Balkans – was conceived as an essential way for Central 
Europe to oppose the rule of the Soviet Union.7

Historians who avoided the narrative of European unity could never-
theless draw attention to European awareness. Oscar Halecki, living in exile 
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in the United States, sided with American scholars who spoke in terms of an 
Atlantic community to indicate the end of Europe’s position of leadership 
as the stronghold of Western civilisation. The Second World War, Hal-
ecki concluded, definitely brought ‘the passing from the European to the 
Atlantic Age’, which implied that Europe and European civilisation could 
no longer be considered global models, and that we had arrived at ‘the end 
of European history’. Furthermore, while Europe had previously been a 
unique community with an awareness of unity that transcended national 
and political differences, it had now ceased to exist: ‘It is disintegrating right 
before our eyes’, leaving contemporary historians to mark ‘the un-making 
of Europe’.8 The conclusion was logical. Halecki’s Europe embraced the na-
tions of Central Europe, the Baltic states, and the Balkans, which generally 
included the nations west of Russia (Ukraine and Belarus would also be clas-
sified as European nations if they ‘should get free from Soviet Russia’).9 In 
Britain, Geoffrey Barraclough stated that history writing had new premises, 
as Europe’s historical importance belonged to the past. Europe was politi-
cally insignificant in a global age, while some of its heritage could live on, 
such as an awareness of ‘the worth of human dignity and the importance 
of the human individual’. He added that ‘we must not expect the same 
implicit acceptance of these values as in the past’.10 In Austria, the cultural 
historian Friedrich Heer argued that more attention must be paid to East-
ern Europe, especially by Western intellectuals and elites. Through teaching 
and research, universities would need to engage in elevating awareness and 
knowledge of East European nations and languages. Heer – the same scholar 
who had pleaded for a German Europe during the war – now attested to a 
long history of unity with the West as he focused on the cultural traditions 
and expressions of cultural unity from Croatia to Poland, clearly emphasis-
ing the role of Western Christianity. Like Halecki and Barraclough, Heer 
found elements of Western culture in Russia, though they were not enough 
to overcome what he saw as the basic conflict between East and West: ‘the 
unavoidable opposition between Greek and Latin spirit and genius’. Instead, 
he (vaguely) hoped to change the relationship, permitting new forms of 
productive exchange.11

In Chapter 8, we examined the post-1945 notion of a European 
heritage of cultural unity that could go beyond national differences. This 
perspective grew in popularity with the Council of Europe’s attempts to 
nurture the consciousness of belonging to Europe and of being Europe-
ans. In the 1950s, these attempts largely emphasised the writing of history, 
including sponsoring conferences with the aim of rewriting history text-
books, establishing courses on the idea of Europe, and promoting studies 
of integration. The Council of Europe initiated discussions with histori-
ans, for example, at the European Round Table in Rome in 1953 and in 
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Strasbourg in 1955, in which historians played key roles. These meetings 
brought historians together with high-ranking politicians such as Alcide 
de Gasperi and Robert Schuman, as well as other scholars from various 
disciplines in order to scrutinise the background of European unity. The 
Council of Europe appointed Denis de Rougemont as chair, the young 
British historian Max Beloff as secretary, and Arnold Toynbee as an ad-
ditional discussant. Among the government-appointed delegates was the 
only female participant, the Irish historian Síle Ní Chinnéide.12 Afterwards, 
Beloff summed up the discussions in Europe and the Europeans (1957), with 
lengthy presentations about European history and upcoming tasks. At the 
time, Beloff leaned towards liberalism and shared some of the enthusiasm 
regarding European integration, something that would change later in his 
career. Yet, he wanted to draw his own conclusions and distanced him-
self from the federalist convictions of de Rougemont, instead pleading for 
a kind of integration that could preserve the nation states, certain jointly 
conducted affairs, and common bodies. Moreover, his view of the histori-
cal background differed from the teleological approach represented by de 
Rougemont. He did not agree that the historical European unity had ended 
or been severely damaged by the two world wars. He attested only to a 
historical unity following cultural exchanges, and cited many examples of 
Europe’s political and religious divisions from the Middle Ages up to the 
present. For Beloff, political unification after 1945 was a substantially new 
concept, as it was impossible for the states to return to their pre-war condi-
tions. In addition, he made a general statement at the round-table discus-
sions stressing not only the need to coexist with Christianity but also ‘the 
presence of sizable groups of adherents of non-Christian faiths to all of 
whom toleration must be granted’. He continued to assert that the contrast 
of politics with religions, literature, art, architecture and music had never 
ceased at national borders. The national schools of painting represented a 
major development. Within the different national literatures, there was a 
European pattern. About European literature, Beloff wrote ‘this European 
sense of the pity and the dignity, and the tragedy of the personal human ad-
venture resisted all the challenges of time’.13 In architecture, the central tra-
ditions commingled with many regional varieties. Beloff stressed ‘common 
trade-routes of European sensibility’ and ‘a capacity for mutual understand-
ing’ crossing national borders. He also said that ‘many Europeans today are 
unaware that these common elements in their culture are more fundamental 
than the national differences, and do not appreciate the originality of this 
common culture’.14 He ended up agreeing that it was necessary to increase 
awareness of a European culture.

Therefore, in the first decades following the Second World War, some 
historians began to take a new interest in European history, emphasising 
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European unity in one way or another. This coincided with the drive to 
advance European awareness and the consciousness of being European. It is 
typical that the French author of a three-volume work on Europe’s history 
would state his understanding of the politicians’ struggle to unify Europe, 
in addition urging them to care ‘for the pupils of their countries learning 
 European history’.15 A federalist school began to develop in the 1970s, 
which investigated the historiography of European integration. Walter Lip-
gens, a founding member of this school, had a degree of respect through-
out Western Europe, and especially among Italian historians. The school’s 
focus was on the crisis of the nation state and on the federalist movement’s 
promotion of the teleological approach. Federalist historiography upheld a 
political outlook, which came as no surprise – Lipgens saw the decline of 
Christianity as a driving force of the European crisis, and wanted any unifica-
tion to come hand in hand with a redefinition of values that would create a 
roadmap for academic research. In this tradition, ‘federation is written into 
the destiny of the Europeans, and the role of scholars is to disclose the true 
path of history’.16

The recurring topic of European awareness also entailed discussion of 
the weak European consciousness. On the one hand, the EEC had achieved 
economic success and attracted other countries to join its ranks; on the other, 
critics were quick to point out that the six founding states had little sense 
of community among themselves. The French sociologist Raymond Aron 
warned of the disintegration of European culture caused by the influences of 
mass consumption and American culture, exemplified by cinema and music, 
and by the trend of students and researchers preferring to visit universities 
in the United States rather than those in Germany, Great Britain or France. 
He saw a waning awareness of European cultural unity, with, for example, 
the decreasing exchange of cinema and literature between France and Spain. 
Coupled with a lack of political will to create a European state, he concluded 
that ‘Europe will have to settle for continued economic growth’, clearly see-
ing the EEC as the essence of Europe, with which the other West  European 
nations would cooperate in one way or another.17 In the late 1970s, he pub-
lished articles and a book entitled In Defence of Decadent Europe that continued 
the lamentations about European culture in decline, hedonistic lifestyles, 
and the loss of traditional authorities, resulting in the disintegration of values 
such as tolerance and critical thinking. With less of a sense of European ci-
vilisation, socialists and peace activists were unaware of the imminent threats 
posed by Marxism, communism and the Soviet Union. Based on this, he 
believed it was crucial for Europe to rely on NATO, the United States, 
and nuclear weapons for defence. In the late 1970s, this meant arming the 
borders of Eastern Europe with Pershing II missiles.18 Apparently, the com-
munist countries were excluded from Europe, and a conservative-leaning 
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intellectual such as Aron found appeal in the idea of European unification 
but was pessimistic about it in the face of perceived disintegration.

Europe beyond the Iron Curtain: The Central European 
Perspective

After 1968, when Soviet and Warsaw Pact troops had crushed all major re-
bellion and protest in Czechoslovakia’s Prague Spring, very few in Western 
Europe considered the possibility of demolishing the wall between Europe’s 
capitalist West and the communist East. This was when Central European 
intellectuals advocated the concept of Europe in hopes of a new order. Ex-
pelled from Charles University during the repression of the Hušak regime 
in the 1970s, the philosopher Jan Patočka held private seminars with other 
dissidents, in which he laid out a concept of Europe that accepted nei-
ther being divided into nation states nor the existence of a divide between 
East and West through the middle of Europe. Patočka identified a com-
mon  European trait in a technological civilisation that had taken over the 
world; it had presented ‘substitutes where the original is needed’ and ‘alien-
ated humans from themselves, depriving them of dwelling in the world, 
submerging them in the everyday alternative which is not so much toil 
as boredom’. Humans were ‘destroyed externally and impoverished inter-
nally’; deprived of themselves, ‘they are identified with their roles, standing 
and falling with them’. Taking a position similar to those of José Ortega y 
Gasset and Karl Jaspers, his criticism of some European accomplishments 
was countered by a defence of the relevance of others. This very same ci-
vilisation provided opportunities ‘more than any other constellation: a life 
without violence and with far-reaching equality of opportunity’. Never 
before in history had humankind been so equipped with ‘the means to 
struggle with external misery, with lack and want, which this civilisation 
offers’.19 Patočka energised his concept of Europe with hope that emerged 
from existing possibilities.

Like Václav Havel, the most famous member of his seminars, Patočka 
was a spokesman for the Charta 77 declaration, together with Jiří Hájek, who 
served as foreign minister during the Prague Spring. According to Patočka, 
the Charta called for citizenship rights and political freedom, emphasising 
the need to establish a moral foundation for society and an active citizenry.20 
Its originators were severely harassed by the police, leading to the death of 
Patočka in March 1977. Havel adopted the distinction between a life in truth 
and a life in lies from Patočka, and the subtitle of his most famous essay, ‘The 
Power of the Powerless’, paid tribute to the late philosopher: ‘In Memory 
of Jan Patočka’.
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In his essay ‘Politics and Conscience’, Václav Havel echoed Patočka 
when he identified Europe as the place where the rationalistic spirit of mod-
ern science and the universalising trend of modern civilisation had originated, 
emphasising technological achievements while neglecting real-world expe-
riences, empathy and common sense, and ‘relegating personal conscience 
and consciousness to the bathroom’. With this civilisation came impersonal 
power and management techniques that originated in Western Europe and 
were often forced on the rest of the world. This tendency was embraced and 
further developed in communist Eastern Europe. Most of all, Havel con-
cluded, the totalitarian regimes in communist Eastern Europe represented 
‘a convex mirror [reflecting] the inevitable consequences of rationalism, . . . 
of its own deep tendencies, . . . an ominous product of its own expansion’. 
Consequently, he issued a warning to contemporary civilisation, and re-
garded the deployment of nuclear missiles by the United States and Soviet 
Union in Central Europe as a disastrous consequence of the rationalistic 
spirit. Worried about the future, he noted the hope of ‘Europe soon to turn 
into a free community of independent countries in which no great power 
would have its armies and its rockets’, and to convert itself ‘into a continent 
of peace’.21

Among 1980s dissidents, definitions of Europe alluded to both political 
tasks and cultural heritage. To undermine bloc politics, Hungarian novel-
ist György Konrád called for European emancipation, independence, and 
a new self-consciousness based on neutrality. This would set the stage for 
a large European Union including East Central Europe, with the further 
mission to integrate the world, defend human rights and the value of each 
individual, and ensure that humankind would avoid wars and ecological di-
sasters in order to survive. Culturally, he identified a long collective memory 
emanating from and including European literature: in reading the shared 
classics, a dialogue between people of different ages and parts of the conti-
nent emerged. He likened Europe to a lively library in which authors, dead 
and alive, walked among the readers.22 As for the association of the concept 
of Europe with the East–West divide and the nuclear arms race, so typical 
of the 1980s, Havel elaborated on a vision of another European future in his 
acceptance speech when awarded the Erasmus Prize in 1986. He alluded to 
Patočka when he returned to the idea of a free and peaceful pan-European 
community, urging both governments and people to press forward to realise 
it. He contrasted the troublesome and threatening rationalist spirit of science 
with the common spiritual heritage stemming from antiquity and traditional 
Judeo–Christian principles that had shaped Europe for the better. The con-
cluding words of his speech were: ‘There exists but one Europe, a Europe 
[that] may be divided politically but is not divided – indeed, it is spiritually 
indivisible’.23
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In the 1980s, intellectuals east of the Iron Curtain entertained a concept 
of Central Europe that allowed a self-understanding in contrast to the area’s 
communist regimes, and offered another example of the elevation of  European 
awareness. All those engaged in upholding this concept refused to accept that 
the area’s true character was connected to the Soviet Union. In a key 1984 
essay, ‘The Tragedy of Central Europe’, the exiled Czech novelist Milan Kun-
dera related the concept of Central Europe to a strong desire to get away from 
the Soviet Union. Like others, he expanded on a Russian  anti-Western tradi-
tion traceable to the old Byzantium, a tradition kept alive and thriving under 
Soviet communism. Central Europe had been abducted and politically defined 
by the East, while remaining culturally at home with and longing to return to 
the West.24 Moreover, these intellectuals expanded on the concept of Central 
Europe to identify specific characteristics of the area.

The playwright Václav Havel, writing in a unique blend of seriousness, 
humour and irony, stated that Central Europeans feel that taking themselves 
too seriously appears foolish, but that they understand that it is important to 
take risks to make one’s life worth living.25 Czesław Miłosz, the Polish au-
thor and Nobel Prize winner, identified irony and the presence of history as 
elements of the attitude of certain Central European intellectuals, extending 
beyond their linguistic and national groupings. They had developed a con-
viction that true citizenship demanded a political and social life free from the 
state and church: ‘Central Europe is an act of faith, a project . . . a utopia’.26

Likewise, the Hungarian author György Konrád connected Central 
Europe with a worldview that went beyond nationalism: ‘Being a Central 
European does not mean having a nationality but rather an outlook on the 
world’. He talked about the dream of Central Europe, referring to both 
the vanished Austria-Hungary and a yet-to-exist community beyond the 
divisions of Europe. This community would be held together by a civil 
spirit surpassing national egotism; it would tolerate minorities and eschew 
the military blocs of the Cold War. This worldview encompassed a range of 
positive attributes: the power to manage contradictions; aesthetic sensitivity 
to the complexity of contexts; a strategy of understanding when meeting 
enemies; and acknowledgement of and solidarity with the individuality of 
every person. Although Central Europe did not yet exist, it was an ideal 
worth fighting for.27

However, the Serbian author Danilo Kiš disputed the existence of any 
such Central European community. He confessed to recognising some 
common culture in Central Europe – legends, poems and dramas from the 
Middle Ages and the Renaissance – but argued that differences between the 
national cultures trumped the resemblances. National cultures had devel-
oped despite Austria and the Habsburg rule, primarily in regional opposi-
tion to Vienna and the influence of France and West European thought, 
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representing national antagonisms overruling mutual understanding. Kiš 
mentioned Croatian intellectuals around the year 1900 who conceived of 
Vienna as the target of their political reaction, and disliked modern artists, 
Sigmund Freud, and everything else associated with the Austrian capital. 
In addition, he recognised Serbian culture as influenced by Russia and its 
mythology.28 In this way, Kiš reconfirmed the previous national and reli-
gious differences from the Austrian Empire, and entertained doubts about 
the possibility of transcending national borders. Still, he recognised a kind 
of antiauthoritarianism particular to Central Europe, associating it with Karl 
Popper’s vision of the open society, and believing that it emerged from 
Central Europeans.29

In the quest for Central European uniqueness, nostalgia was never far 
away, with dreams of the Habsburg Double Monarchy and the lost fin-de-
siècle culture of Budapest, Prague and Vienna. For instance, Konrád praised 
the coexistence of nationalities in Kakania, while Kiš commented on the in-
terest in Central Europe as simply a longing for a Europe undivided between 
East and West.30 By contrast, the Slovak Milan Simečka noted the dark sides 
of Central Europe. In the Central European closet were secrets and mysteries 
that might not be explained simply by Russian influence and domination. 
Recalling the interbellum authoritarian regimes, he hinted that even at the 
end of the Second World War, national interests were worth more than 
democratic freedoms.31

A recurring theme was that the Jewish population had contributed to 
the high culture of the Central European metropolises of the 1900s, giv-
ing Central European culture a cosmopolitan and integrating character.32 
Kiš saw a substantial Jewish contribution to Central European culture; it 
brought culture, colour and music, and was its dynamic force. However, as 
the Jewish population was almost gone, he concluded that Central Europe as 
a historical and cultural phenomenon belonged to the past.33

Culture emerged as a theme in the discussion, and several writers 
resorted to belles-lettres as a way of exposing the uniqueness of Central 
 Europe. Hungarian historian István Fried noted the development of a more 
political and patriotic sense of responsibility in nineteenth-century Central 
Europe, compared with Western Europe. Hungarian literary scholar Csaba 
G. Kiss claimed that Central European literature was able to express the 
weakness of small nations under the threat of powerful states, in addition 
to exposing national coexistence amid linguistic and cultural diversity. For 
Kiss, this was one aspect of the cultural melting pot that he and several 
others considered to be the defining feature of Central Europe.34 Kundera 
added another Central European feature  – namely, the expectation that 
authors and philosophers should speak out on political issues and repre-
sent unassailable moral values, citing examples from the post-war revolts in 
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Budapest, Prague and Warsaw that appeared in novels, poetry, and liter-
ary magazines, on stage, in movies, and in cabarets, as well as in historical 
 writing and philosophical debates.35

Turning to Identity

With the fall of communism in 1989–91, the theme of European identity 
became salient. Its emergence was by no means sudden, but well prepared. 
We find it in the early post-World War Two period in relation to com-
mon values – for example, regarding whether to consider undemocratic Por-
tugal and Spain as countries with European values, and ‘the establishment 
of a European identity within the Atlantic Alliance’.36 In the early 1970s, 
the concept of European identity gained currency in political contexts. In 
1969, a speaker in the British Parliament mentioned European identity in 
conjunction with European states’ contributions to NATO, but soon the 
notion became connected to the issue of a common identity, as opposed to 
national identities. In the Dutch Parliament, European identity became as-
sociated with issues of second-language learning in schools and withstanding 
the pressure of American popular culture. Swedish members of parliament 
agreed with the idea of a European identity, and discussed whether this en-
tailed alignment with the European Community and NATO, or whether 
they could continue to remain neutral.37

The discourse of European identity extended several discourses that 
preceded the fall of communism, some with roots in the nineteenth and 
 twentieth centuries. Havel and Konrád represented one case, associating 
Central European freedom with a shared European sense of unity and a 
common destiny. Another case was the relationship between Russia and 
Europe, posited as central during the perestroika of the 1980s. Mikhail Gor-
bachev argued strongly that Russia had a place in the ‘house of Europe’, 
while others both inside and outside of Russia stressed important differ-
ences between the two areas.38 The relationship between several European 
countries and Europe as a whole represented a similar issue when it came to 
Member States, accession states, and other bordering states.

The ideas surrounding European identity were developed and empha-
sised within the EC/EU discourse beginning in 1973 when a declaration 
stated that economic integration of the nine members should go hand in 
hand with an evolving European identity. In a shaky global economic order 
and amid an oil price crisis, the declaration was launched with the objective 
of strengthening EC unity in relation to the world. In presenting a hierarchi-
cal order, its friendly European neighbours were of top priority, while China 
and Latin America came last. Initially, the EC regarded European identity 
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as a consequence of economic integration, and used the concept to support 
measures for economic transformation.39 An emphasis on identity in relation 
to a shared European culture took hold during the 1980s, and the European 
Commission discussed proposals supporting ‘European consciousness’. The 
lack of a European identity was seen as the only piece of the puzzle that was 
missing in the attempt to forge an integrated Europe. European identity was 
considered necessary to ensuring citizen loyalty to the EU, as well as giving 
it badly needed legitimacy.40 Among intellectuals, it was often believed that 
Europe was turning towards a common consciousness during the post-war 
decades. References were made to the ebbing conflict between French and 
German national chauvinism, specifically, and of such chauvinism through-
out Europe more generally in the face of the US–Soviet threat, increasing 
exchanges of various kinds, and expanding tourism. Interestingly, these in-
tellectuals included some from the political left who had criticised the EU’s 
capitalism, colonialism, and what could at times be construed as the continu-
ation of a National Socialist mindset. For instance, the French sociologist 
Edgar Morin wanted Europe to become aware of such weaknesses: ‘Frailty, 
your name is Europe’. Now Morin and other leftists could discuss Europe in 
terms of its destined unity and history of humanism and civilisation.41

The European Commission’s promotion of a common European iden-
tity in the 1980s and 1990s resulted in a wide range of policy documents, 
efforts to use cultural measures to forge a deeper sense of belonging to a 
shared community among member state populations, and various ways of vi-
sualising a common European sentiment. This included the introduction of 
the Euro, the flag and anthem, European citizenship and the associated pass-
port, exchange programmes for students, subsidies for teaching ‘The History 
of the Construction of Europe’, and so on. The commission encouraged 
concepts such as a shared ‘European culture’ and ‘European heritage’ that 
could foster a common ‘European consciousness’ and ‘European identity’. 
The emphasis was on strengthening the EU’s legitimacy in a period when 
it faced criticism for its seemingly exclusive focus on economic and legal 
issues. Indeed, European integration had until then only been pursued as a 
technical issue, and the commission was widely looked upon as a commit-
tee of technocrats. Moreover, according to a then widespread neoliberal 
critique, Western  Europe was suffering from ‘Euro-sclerosis’. The commis-
sion therefore sought ways to speed up economic integration, based on the 
idea that further integration could only win support if citizens began to 
feel European – if people continued to identify only as German, Italian or 
 British, it would be impossible to build a European society. National politi-
cians needed to demonstrate loyalty to a community beyond the nation state, 
and citizens needed to be imbued with a feeling, sense and consciousness of 
being European, all with the explicit aim of building a ‘European identity’.42
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In the EU process, identity policies were Janus faced. On the one hand, 
they were intended to encourage and contribute to a shared European iden-
tity; on the other, the commission emphasised that its aim was not to eradicate 
national cultures and identities – on the contrary, it introduced other mea-
sures to increase the significance of cultural borders, viewing them as crucial 
to Europe and European thought. The EU stressed the role of regions and in 
some cases strengthened the status of minority languages. This was also seen in 
the definition of European identity. An important theme of the EU’s identity 
policies was ‘handling difference’, which was often signalled by the expression 
‘unity in diversity’. This expression, in combination with ‘European identity’, 
saw increased usage in EU discourse. ‘Unity in diversity’ became a key slogan, 
indicating that Europe was flourishing thanks to its diversity, its avoidance of 
national chauvinism, and despite its history of warfare between neighbouring 
countries. It had one common history with shared values that supported its 
cultural variety. The idea was that Europe enjoyed cultural diversity within 
the framework of a common identity or civilisation. This is how it was pos-
sible for the EU to rhetorically affirm cultural borders and claim to solve what 
Edgar Morin called ‘the Gordian knot of European identity’.43

In fact, a wave of significant identity making had swept through Europe 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, after the completion of a system 
of national identities in the first half of the century. Europe would afterwards 
be presented as a continent of homogeneous nation states, and the borders 
on the map seemed to be clearly demarcated. In the 1980s, it was clear that 
globalisation, migration processes, and minority movements had launched 
a second wave of identity making. New emphasis was placed on national 
identities and other cultural identities following the fall of communism, the 
emergence of the European Union, regionalisation, and a renewed focus on 
local government. Identity politics emerged as a distinguishing characteris-
tic of our time.44 In 1992, sociologist Sven Papcke stated that identity ‘is a 
catchword of our age, and one may observe something like a scramble for 
identity all over Europe at the moment’.45

The turn towards identities took place in the fields of history, philoso-
phy and social science, coupled with an interest in the North American 
discussion between liberals and communitarians about what it means to be-
long to a society, with political implications for the definition of citizenship 
rights. The public discussion also encompassed whether Russia and Turkey 
were European states. In the countries outside the EC, issues of how coun-
tries could become member states were high up on the agenda. Whether 
or not to belong was a main public concern in these countries. In Sweden, 
it was common for Swedes to regard their country as geographically sepa-
rated from ‘the continent’. In Portugal, José Saramago presented his novel A 
Jangada de Pedra (1986), in which the Iberian Peninsula drifted away from the 
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European continent into the Atlantic. With this fantasy, Saramago illustrated 
that Europe was incomplete without the Iberian nations. In a commentary, 
he stated that ‘there will be no new Europe unless we abolish, not so much 
selfish nationalism, which is often nothing more than a defensive reflex, but 
the preconceptions of the domination or subordination of cultures’.46

Around 1990, a widespread notion confirmed the radical historical 
changes taking place: ‘History has become mobilized: it is accelerating, 
even overheating’, Jürgen Habermas stated in 1992.47 The debates regarding 
 European identity played out against the backdrop of the fall of communism 
in Central Europe – what Jacques Derrida called the earthquakes of Central 
and Eastern Europe in 1990, adding that they took place under the banner of 
‘perestroika, democratization, reunion, reunification, entry into the market 
economy, [and] access to political and economic liberalisms’.48 The process 
was paradoxical: while borders were opening with the dismantling of Soviet 
dominance in the Baltic region and Central Europe, Europe gained a range 
of new nation states, all with their own borders. In Central Europe, the 
changes were mostly peaceful, although many feared the violent suppression 
of protests, while the Balkans saw the break-up of Yugoslavia, with its ac-
companying war. Both hope and fear accompanied the process. The period 
saw the creation and re-creation of nations, emphasising cultural borders 
and Europe as a continent defined by many national borders. In the same pe-
riod, the integration of Western Europe expanded to include Greece, Spain 
and Portugal in 1985, and Austria and the Scandinavian countries (apart from 
Norway) applied for membership and entered in 1995. The establishment 
of the Maastricht Treaty in 1991 entailed the integration of politics, law and 
economies, which eventually led to the EC becoming the European Union. 
Indeed, unification and the issue of borders were both in the air. There 
seemed to be good reasons to seek a European identity that could transcend 
cultural borders and hold a multicultural Europe (or EU) together.

By focusing on European identity, we can examine the main issues and 
contestations facing Europe in the 1990s and 2000s. In this period, European 
identity was a key concept, and the historian Bo Stråth even remarked that 
an ‘obsession with the concept of European identity is readily identifiable’.49 
Transnational events orchestrated the debate, such as Gianni Vattimo’s sym-
posium on the cultural identity of Europe, held in Turin on 20 May 1990 
with, among others, Jacques Derrida, Agnes Heller, José Saramago, Fer-
nando Savater and Vittoria Strada. A vast range of conferences and actions 
took place throughout the 1990s on the topic of identity and related themes 
such as diversity and unity, borders, and frontiers. The simultaneous publi-
cation of articles on 23 May 2003 by Derrida, Habermas, Savater, Vattimo, 
Umberto Eco and Adolf Muschg, all demanding stronger European unity 
after the Iraq War, is just one example.
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Many intellectuals recognised the need to develop a European iden-
tity that could serve as a common basis for the European institutions that 
were desperately trying to gain legitimacy as they were gaining more power. 
When focusing on the need for a common political identity, some intel-
lectuals referred to values. One example was the Italian philosopher Furio 
Cerutti, who defined European identity as the awareness that implement-
ing the ‘values of freedom, peace, equality and solidarity’ required a com-
mon European polity.50 Sven Papcke reiterated the long-established notion 
of the individual free will as a European invention that comprised ‘the ideas 
of personality, democracy, tolerance, social justice, liberty, human rights’.51 
British public historian Timothy Garton Ash related European identity to a 
new narrative centred on the goals of European societies, mentioning ‘free-
dom, peace, law, prosperity, diversity, and solidarity’.52 Often, things be-
came more problematic, as it was no simple task to settle on what should be 
considered common European traits. Some continued to argue that Chris-
tianity represented a shared heritage, while others noted that Islam, which 
had existed in Europe for twelve centuries, had played an important role in 
Europe’s political, intellectual and cultural history.53 Obviously, European 
identity was and is a controversial concept with different connotations, and 
it can be defined in various ways. The superficially simple question of what 
characterises Europe and Europeans turns out to be highly complex, mak-
ing European identity a controversial concept. In the next section, I will 
examine the discourse on European identity mainly among historians and 
philosophers in the early 1990s, asking two key questions: (1) What histori-
cal era would they consider to be the origin of Europe? The answers range 
from Antiquity and the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, 
and the French Revolution, to 1945 and post-war European integration; and 
(2) How should Europe and/or the EU develop? At the heart of the debates 
regarding European identity have been questions about historical origins and 
future development, whose answers are crucial to defining Europe. In ad-
dition, the proponents turned to the concept of Europe when addressing 
the development of the EU, citing objectives and directives and claiming to 
define the future of the European Union. In this new century, this became 
even more urgent, as demonstrated in the following sections.

Looking for a Definition: A New Beginning, a Long 
History, and Modernity

The solemnity of the events that took place in 1989 in Central Europe, 
the process of German unification, and the turbulence of the Soviet Union 
had a great impact on the concept of Europe as discussed by intellectuals 
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in the early 1990s. Derrida’s speech given during the symposium in Turin 
became widely recognised, with shortened versions of it published in lead-
ing newspapers in France, Germany, Italy and Spain. It began by claim-
ing that we were living through a time of great change in Europe, when 
something as yet unknown was being created. It was a time of possibili-
ties and dangers, when Europe and its identity were being created, but had 
not yet fully taken shape. To start, he suggested that European identity was 
still only a name without a face, which meant that it elicited both fear and 
hope as to its potential form. In Europe, ‘the crimes of xenophobia, racism, 
anti-Semitism, religious or nationalist fanaticism, are being unleashed  .  .  . 
but also . . . mixed in with the breath, with the respiration, with the very 
“spirit” of the promise’.54 Expectations had undoubtedly changed with the 
fall of communism in Central Europe. A new Europe was possible, without 
the post-war divisions and nuclear threats, but with national freedom and 
hope of economic prosperity. In light of this, Derrida said that it might be 
irrelevant to invoke the notion of a European ‘crisis’ at such a moment; he 
claimed that  Europeans were young, and that Europe, only just beginning 
to come into existence, faced the choice of either returning to a previous 
Europe or becoming something completely new.55 However, a new cul-
tural identity should neither be uniformly directed by a single authority nor 
have the implication of ‘multiplying borders’. The responsible thing would 
be to invent something beyond these well-known and thoroughly experi-
enced alternatives. Instead, Derrida asked for ethics and politics to promote 
a  European identity based on the experience of going beyond the two op-
posing alternatives by turning the impossible into something possible. ‘Euro-
pean cultural identity . . . must belong to this experience and experiment of 
the impossible’.56 In this spirit, he concluded that a European identity should 
activate the notion of hospitality and tolerance, nurturing the ideas of cri-
tique, democracy, and international rights. Moreover, it should resist racism, 
nationalism and xenophobia.57

Derrida’s speech from 1990 differs from other main contributions on 
European identity in not referring to the historical origin of this identity. 
Derrida saw the return to a former European culture as undesirable, and 
believed that establishing a European identity at odds with itself would be 
impossible, as the foundation of a culture or identity can never be associ-
ated with a single origin. An identity cannot exist independently, and always 
comprises differences. Europe should avoid pigeonholing itself in an iden-
tity that excludes other identities, and avoid obvious limitations and strict 
definitions.58

Consequentially, Derrida rejected the notion of a return to an ear-
lier  Europe, much cited in those days. He mentioned examples from 
French politics, but similar examples could be found throughout Europe, 
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embodying the feeling of having finally overcome the Cold War division 
between Eastern and Western Europe. For Central Europeans, the juncture 
was about their return to Europe proper, whereas for Westerners it was 
about  re-establishing a greater Europe. In both cases, the return of Europe 
implied that history had moved forward after forty-five years of stalemate – 
in short, this discourse saw ‘a merry trend’, as Peter Sloterdijk put it. Interest 
in this theme was displayed by the historian Hagen Schulze, who wrote a 
book entitled Die Wiederkehr Europas (The return of Europe), and by the 
novelist György Konrád, who called for Europe to refrain from ‘being de-
clared  incapacitated’.59 Sloterdijk, a philosopher from Karlsruhe, referred to 
the ‘European vacuum of 1945–1989’. In 1945, Sloterdijk explained, Eu-
rope was liberated from the Nazis, but it was also conquered by the Soviet 
Union and the West. The  Europeans carried with them this double experi-
ence over the next fifty years, developing ‘vacuum ideologies’ of nihilism, 
existentialism, consumerism, psychoanalysis and postmodernism. They were 
now poised to overcome these ideologies, and would then have to find their 
new role and ‘learn anew the lines of their character in the world theatre’.60

For many, the return of Europe implied an identity that extended far 
back into history. Generally, the theme of identity emphasises issues related 
to who we are, where we come from, and where we are heading. Often, 
interest in identity coincides with engagement in culture and the past, but 
it is also a question of choice. As touched on in Chapter 2, research shows 
that the imagination and construction of historical narratives for communi-
ties, especially the invention of national traditions, are well-explored issues. 
In the debate that followed 1989, European identity was related to differ-
ent origins, each with different implications for the definition of European 
identity.

Jacques Le Goff, the Annales School historian who specialised in the 
Middle Ages and its thinking, offered support from his own historical exper-
tise in the Middle Ages when he claimed that the EU should create ‘unity 
in diversity’. Typically, his definition of European identity invoked a long 
historical tradition, starting with Antiquity and the Middle Ages. He cited 
other interpretations according to which the duration of the tradition might 
be different, but it always went back a long way. From this historical vantage 
point, he argued that European identity had a kind of continuity from its 
earliest days, through modern times, and up to the present. Ancient Greece 
contributed the concepts of reason, science, freedom and the critical spirit. 
The heritage from the Roman Empire was Christianity and the dichotomy 
between the Latin West and the Greek East that characterised Christianity 
in the Early Middle Ages, and created a border within Europe. He identi-
fied the Catholic Church as the common denominator of Western  Europe 
throughout the Middle Ages, bridging the divides between kingdoms, 
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languages, and ethnic groups. Political unity was created by the Frankish 
Empire, which reached its zenith at the beginning of the ninth century, and 
its division established the boundary between France and Germany. Starting 
in the late Middle Ages, Le Goff identified two movements towards Euro-
pean identity. The first was the quest to defend Europe and exclude others. 
This often evolved into a passion for cleansing the area of ‘others’, illustrated 
by the treatment of heretics, Jews and homosexuals. The second movement 
was expansionistic, as in the Crusades, the commercial boom of Genoa and 
Venice, the reconquest of Spain, and overseas expansion. Le Goff concluded 
that there was an obvious longue durée of European identity based on the 
striving for unity and the preservation of diversity.61

The long history of European identity has appealed to many histori-
ans, such as Hagen Schulze at the Freie Universität in Berlin, who identi-
fied Roman traditions that contributed to shaping modern Europe.62 One 
way to understand that long history was to point out a number of partially 
shared cultures. The Roman Empire affected certain parts of Europe more 
than others, Christian traditions became divided, the Italian Renaissance and 
French Enlightenment spread unevenly, and democracy and parliamentary 
institutions developed differently. Anthony D. Smith, a scholar of nation-
alism research at the London School of Economics, stressed that Europe 
‘revealed a gamut of overlapping and boundary-transcending political tradi-
tions and cultural heritages, which together make up what we may call the 
European experience and the European family of cultures’. Only by starting 
from this experience, Smith contended, would it be possible to find the ‘le-
gitimacy of a “European identity”’.63

Attempts to legitimise European integration by recalling long historical 
perspectives have corresponded to the views of a number of philosophers. 
Peter Koslowski, from Hanover, recalled the transnational Holy Roman 
Empire when he dubbed the European Union a ‘renaissance’ of the histori-
cal European idea of empire. He certainly recognised the democratic ele-
ment of the EU and its member states, viewing them as modernising an older 
tradition, while there were several parallels to the traditional idea of empire, 
most importantly the limited sovereignty given to the EU.64 Rémi Brague, 
from Paris, looked to Antiquity and the Middle Ages in developing a typical 
European identity, which he called an ‘eccentric identity’. He stressed that, 
in Europe, every ‘culture is acquired and never innate’, meaning that Chris-
tianity was not of European origin, and that a European culture that devel-
oped from Greek and Roman origins was not unique, but rather a single 
branch of a larger tree.65 Brague concluded that to be European was to ac-
cept the need to adopt knowledge from others, to accept oneself as barbaric, 
and to begin the learning process. He found specifically European culture 
in the creative learning of foreign culture in which new adaptations revise 
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older ones – hence his claim that Europe had an eccentric identity.66 Both 
Koslowski and Brague saw a connection between European identity and 
Catholicism. They gave talks on European identity at Katholische Forum 
Niedersachsen (1996), and Brague asserted the central place of Christianity 
in the future of Europe. Speeches made by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (the 
future Pope Benedict XVI) provided a further indication of the engagement 
of Catholic theology in European identity. He emphasised two cultures that 
characterised Europe: one was Christian and recognised the moral power of 
humanity, while the other was secular and nihilistic, believing in the powers 
bequeathed by technology and scientific rationality. The latter culture pro-
vided major opportunities, but also threatened the extinction of the human 
race. Ratzinger’s conclusion was that European identity should be grounded 
in a culture that sustains eternal values and human dignity –  meaning, Chris-
tian culture. He recognised that other religions also had potential, but ar-
gued that Christianity had brought eternal values and human dignity to 
Europe. He believed that without its Christian roots, Europe would be lost 
in  nihilism.67 According to Ratzinger, the basic tenet of European identity 
was the assertion of a culturalist definition that assumed an original identity 
that endured over the centuries without changing in any substantial way.

In the popular understanding of this long tradition of European identity, 
European history describes a linear progression from classical Greece to the 
Enlightenment. In a debate as to whether Turkey could become a member 
of the European Union, former French president Valéry Giscard d’Estaing 
declined that possibility by defining Europe on the basis of its ancient heri-
tage and the creativity of the Renaissance. The elements were there from 
the beginning, but they required both time and space to evolve, leading to 
a homogeneous, contemporary European culture shared by both citizens 
and countries, thus excluding non-European countries such as Turkey.68 By 
contrast, the previously mentioned scholars, who took account of a long tra-
dition when discussing the return of Europe and defining a historical origin 
of European identity, often included a critique of the tradition. Thus, Le 
Goff dissociated himself from the imperial idea and tradition. Smith warned 
against the development of a political unification that would require the 
European identity to be culturally exclusive, even racist. Similarly Sloterdijk, 
who saw the imperial spirit of Rome transformed from epoch to epoch, 
with the 1991 Maastricht Treaty of the European Union as its latest out-
come, took the contemporary opportunity to ask for the reconsideration of 
European identity through new eyes.69 He believed that this identity should 
concentrate on inventing a new post- or trans-imperial principle that would 
combine states and unite them into a multinational federation.70 Brague 
added to his thesis of European culture as successively adopted and revised, 
that what stood out as truly European was not its origin but the prospect 
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of de-barbarising ourselves by learning what was hitherto unknown by our 
predecessors, and the objective of implementing universal truths in human 
history.71

Overall, this long historical approach to European identity either im-
plicitly appealed to European integration or came together with straight-
forward suggestions of its future development. Koslowski pleaded for the 
EU to be a non-centralistic commonwealth of nations; that is, to avoid the 
model of the centralised modern nation state and only take on limited po-
litical ventures. Whereas the member states owed their legal power to the 
principle of one citizen–one vote, the EU held power based on its member 
states, which by necessity brought a democratic deficit to the union. Ko-
slowski argued that this protected the smaller member states, and he also 
discussed the general role of the EU in protecting minorities.72 Sloterdijk 
called for a political vision that went beyond the nation states but still in-
cluded them, that eschewed the ‘national-imperialismus’ of previous European 
history. It was his opinion that the EU should not copy the United States, 
but keep growing and become a federation of as many as twenty-six states 
(he wrote this before the enlargements in Central Europe), with leaders in 
Berlin, Brussels and Paris, noting the British opposition to binding the EU 
states more closely to one another. In this European vision, truth was neces-
sary (to avoid nihilism), a good quality of life was required (to reduce human 
misery), and human beings’ knowledge and understanding of their capacities 
for greatness and passion (despite despair) were essential. Most importantly, 
Europe should take no part in contempt: ‘Europe’s deepest thought is that 
one must resist contempt’.73

In contrast to the long historical approach, other scholars alluded to the 
modernity of European identity. Typically, the New York-based Hungarian 
philosopher Agnes Heller, who had presented at the Turin event together 
with Derrida, concluded that modernity had created Europe and that the 
culture of modernity had reached its zenith in the nineteenth century. This 
identity was future oriented and dynamic, which brought Europe a sense 
of rootlessness, despite the retrospectively invented traditions and cultural 
mythology of a long history. In its self-understanding, Europe represented 
indefinite progress marked by industrialisation, capitalism, and the statecraft 
of the nation state, together with a universal culture of humanity. This was 
complicated by the belief that ‘modernity is no longer European’, an idea 
that had spread throughout the world, and that ‘barbarism . . . emerged as 
an outcome of European civilisation’. At this point, Europe now looked 
longingly backwards, its cities becoming museums. However, Heller saw 
the possibility of developing a new European culture, a new ‘umbrella cul-
ture in whose framework, local, partial, and national cultures may thrive’. 
Heller viewed European identity as something in the making.74 Overall, 
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modernists were glad to allude to Benedict Anderson’s thesis on the nation 
as an imagined community. Even Hagen Schulze, who referred to the long 
history of Europe when discussing its identity, still stated that Europe ‘is an 
imagined community, thus it exists, when it exists, above all in the heads of 
the people’.75

A key contribution to the modernist approach to European identity 
was made by Jürgen Habermas in his 1992 article on Europe’s future. In 
it, he criticised the EU for being a capitalist project driven by transnational 
bureaucratic elites, and warned that xenophobic nationalism could be mo-
bilised against immigrants and asylum seekers alike. With increasing inte-
gration and looming EU enlargements, he saw the democratic necessity of 
a European citizenship that would correspond to a transnational political 
sphere beyond state boundaries.76 This certainly implied that a common 
identity was being developed, a matter to which he returned when plead-
ing for a European constitution as a crucial step in this direction. In 2001, 
he explicitly identified the potential of the European project as a force for 
justice, solidarity and human rights in international relations and the global 
economy. His often-cited definition of European identity emphasised the 
learning processes of the past and present. Europe had been able to manage 
social and political conflicts over values in its modern history. At present, a 
post-national democracy would need to respect the differences among na-
tional cultures. This would require a vision of integration that could offer 
more than just economic success, building citizens’ awareness of Europe as 
their community.77

In the modernist understanding, European identity should be inclusive, 
open and self-reflexive; it was in the making, embedded in social achieve-
ments. Modernists related European identity to post-national identity, which 
is important to note. Drawing on Habermas, the French-American historian 
and political scientist Ariane Chebel d’Appollonia concluded that a European 
identity should be like a national identity and make use of notable realities and 
symbols from history, while still adapting to post-national politics: ‘If a post-
national Europe is to exist, it must be generally accepted that culturally differ-
ent national communities can exist within the same political community’.78 
In a more theoretically based approach, the British sociologist Gerard Delanty 
assessed European identity to be ‘trapped in racial myths of origin’ and held 
ransom by nationalists with the possibility of future progressive transforma-
tion. In contrast with national identities, a European identity was not about 
cultural roots but ‘an expression of multi-identification’ that implied belong-
ing to Europe as well as to one or more additional communities. It was of a 
fundamentally different character from national identities because of its cos-
mopolitanism and reflexivity, manifesting itself in post-national consciousness 
and openness to a self-critical dimension. In terms of a post-national identity, 
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it referred ‘to an identification with democratic or constitutional norms, and 
not with the state, territory, nation or cultural traditions’.79

Notably, both historical and modernist definitions imagined Europe as 
a place of progress without implying one-sided development, as they also 
emphasised the negative aspects of contemporary Europe. Still, they essen-
tially supported belief in a European mission. In determining how to forge 
a union and states to create a new kind of federation that would transcend 
former ideas of being a world power, Europe might stand out as an example: 
‘Europe will become the seminar where people will learn to think beyond 
the Empire’ (Sloterdijk).80 Certainly, the concept of a European identity 
was closely related to the European Union and its further development. 
‘The European Union must become a visual and compelling identity. It 
needs myths as strong as those that sustain the individual nations of which 
it is composed. As Condorcet observed, “Citizens are not born; they are 
created through construction”. Homo Europeanus is still waiting to be made’ 
(d’Appollonia).81

Divided Europe

Beginning in the late 1960s, European identity would become increasingly 
associated with the development of the EU. However, this association be-
came even more explicit starting in the late 1990s, when the EU and a 
range of former communist countries prepared for their new memberships, 
discussion regarding a European Constitution began, and the euro and the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights were introduced. This discussion included 
pleas for a ‘core Europe’ that would be tasked with more rapid integration 
than the rest of Europe was prepared for. In the first years of the 2000s, the 
world was rocked by an altered, more threatening situation stemming from 
9/11, the ‘War on Terror’, and the US-led invasion of Iraq. In May 2000, 
German minister of foreign affairs Joschka Fischer delivered a now well-
known political speech on the general direction of the EU, and identified 
its two main challenges to be eastward enlargement and the union’s capacity 
to act with so many member states.82 One year later, French prime minister 
Lionel Jospin suggested EU-wide social solidarity and stronger rights for all 
EU citizens. He viewed support of the EU’s diversity of cultures as essential 
in order to sustain a common identity, move toward a ‘federation of nation 
states’, and give Europe a distinct voice in the world with a common defence 
and foreign policy.83 British prime minister Tony Blair likewise advocated 
a strong Europe, but was cautious even about mentioning a common iden-
tity. Instead, he spoke at length about the fundamental British identity that 
could not be damaged by EU enlargement or by British commitments to the 
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union.84 These speeches illustrated several points, one of them centred on 
whether the EU should build a strong Europe and realise dreams of being 
a major world power, or accept its weakness and settle for a more modest 
future. Sociologist Göran Therborn effectively described this latter role as 
follows: ‘The best Europeans can hope for is to constitute a nice, decent 
periphery of the world, with little power but some good ideas’.85 Another 
point concerned the relationship between the European and national identi-
ties, a topic discussed throughout Europe and was certainly at the top of the 
political agenda in Britain.86 The concept of European identity was largely 
related to general political developments in the EU and its member states. 
As a consequence, it was possible to hear voices of both dissent and support 
regarding the existence and importance of this identity.

One reason for dissent was simply the belief that the nation state should 
be the main site for the construction of cultural identity. Rainer Lepsius, 
a sociologist from Mannheim, argued that no common European cultural 
identity was emerging, despite the initiatives of the European Commission, 
because cultural objects and norms to identify with would stay at the nation-
state level. No matter what the commission did, Europe would be composed 
of a collection of identities with different values.87 In the same vein, British 
anthropologist Chris Shore and Swedish political scientist Peo Hansen inter-
preted the striving for European identity as an attempt to create a ‘European 
people’, despite the lack of a ‘European demos’ and despite the gap between 
the project’s elites and the ordinary citizens.88

Another critical approach considered the practical issues of integration: 
‘It is doubtful if this [i.e. European identity] will do to ensure a smooth pro-
cess of ongoing European integration and successfully address the challenges 
of the ongoing European societies’, according to Dirk Jacobs and Robert 
Maier.89 Author Joscha Schmierer from Frankfurt issued a warning about 
negating European identity’s ‘composite character’, which could lead to 
dangerous policies of exclusion.90 The very discussion of European identity 
represented an approach that concealed existing problems. Rather than real 
understanding, we had ‘a cacophony of synchronous monologues’, accord-
ing to the historian Lutz Niethammer.91

A more radical view was suspicious of the very concept of identity. In an 
interview, Jean Baudrillard explained that identity ‘is where one takes refuge 
when there is nothing else left to do. . . . When one truly exists because there 
is strength and glory, at base, there is no need for identity. Identity is a weak 
value, a refuge value somehow. Today it is on this that Europe is built’.92 Be-
sides Baudrillard, identity was also notably dismissed by Étienne Balibar, who 
approved of European identity as a modernist construct in several articles, 
very much akin to the policies of the European Union. However, he argued 
that such a fictional identity served the purpose of excluding and limiting 
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democracy in Europe, and stated that leaders seemed to be avoiding the po-
litical issues associated with the concept of European identity. He discussed 
mechanisms that excluded people from the rights of citizenship, and others 
that included people in the economy and workforce, resulting in a kind 
of apartheid system. He concluded that extended and expanded citizenship 
rights were inconsistent with the establishment of European identity. Balibar 
dismissed the notion of European identity, emphasising the lack of fixed 
borders throughout Europe. Neither Europe nor its neighbours had borders 
that were historically or culturally continuous. He argued that Europe was 
a border in itself, containing layer upon layer of different borders, sharing 
histories and cultures with much of the rest of the world.93 In this discourse, 
Balibar made a distinction by relating European identity to the establishment 
of exclusionary characteristics.

Some critics stressed the risk of essentialising Europe by relating it to 
identity, as Bo Stråth argued. Social responsibility might serve as an alter-
native for integrating the citizens of Europe, fostering an understanding of 
Europe’s cultural borders as open and in flux, continuously being created 
and recreated. Stråth viewed the concept of Europe as something that should 
stress openness, but the concept of European identity ‘necessarily contains 
a demarcation from the non-European’, with the great risk of making the 
transitional situation of migrants permanent, which would present ‘a fiction 
of peace and concord as well as strength and power’.94 Or, as Talal Asad put 
it, when addressing the exclusion of Muslims from historical narratives and 
the contemporary debate, ‘the discourse of European identity is a symptom 
of anxieties about non-Europeans’.95 Likewise, the Italian cultural historian 
Luisa Passerini wanted past forms of European identity to be critically re-
viewed and reworked to combat Eurocentrism and dissolve the pretence of 
Europe serving as a universal civilisation. Passerini hoped to find ‘a com-
mon ground for exchange with all of those who want neither to be as-
similated nor to remain alien to European culture’. Such a common ground 
would hold ‘the abandonment of the European identity’s internal and exter-
nal  hierarchies . . . between centre and periphery, between East and West, 
between the Mediterranean and the North . . . or the hierarchical contrasts 
between Europe and Asia or between Europe and America’.96

Indeed, many contributions to the discourse on European identity have 
been caught up in the race to legitimise the European idea of unification.97 
Some were strident, like Zygmunt Bauman’s call for Europe to accept its 
moral imperative to unite humanity: Europe had a duty to go global with 
its mission to defend and disseminate the values of rationality, fairness, de-
mocracy and freedom.98 For others, impending political events and processes 
led them to consider European identity. In 2003, Habermas coordinated a 
group of prominent intellectuals to initiate debate about the core of Europe, 
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by publishing articles in renowned European newspapers. The notion of a 
core Europe implied that certain member states should proceed with inte-
gration more quickly than others. The intellectuals launched this debate in 
response to the divisions that had emerged in Europe following the US de-
cision to invade Iraq without UN support, leaving international institutions 
behind. Several arguments addressed what the changing international scene 
demanded from Europe. It ought to have a common voice in foreign affairs 
and a common military force (Fernando Savater in La País). Europe should 
take political responsibility by acting through the institutions of international 
law, and set a precedent for ‘governance beyond the nation-state’ (Habermas 
and Derrida collaborated on an article published in Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung and La Libération). The authors stressed the dissimilarities between 
Europe and the United States. Europe had relationships with Africa and Asia 
as well as interests in the Balkan and Arab worlds that differed from those of 
the United States, whose interest had shifted to the Pacific (Umberto Eco 
in La Republica). Europeans enjoyed a high standard of living and a well-
developed social safety net (Habermas and Derrida). Europeans had higher 
expectations of their public institutions, holding on to the kernel of socialism 
that made them more supportive of the state (Gianni Vattimo in La Stampa). 
These articles advocated a new level of integration with ‘an effective federal 
body’ (Adolf Muschg in Neue Zürischer Zeitung) and with a political order 
‘able to bestow on Europe the dignity and significance it deserves in world 
politics’ (Vattimo). As a prerequisite for taking such steps, the ‘citizens of 
one nation must regard the citizens of another nation as fundamentally “one 
of us”’ (Habermas and Derrida). The group thus embraced the concept of 
European identity, which would be unlike the nations’ claim to have an 
original belonging and ‘can only exist as a unity of “cultures”’ (Vattimo). 
Still, European identity related to shared memories and experiences, express-
ing a common destiny (Muschg). It existed in legacies from Antiquity and 
the French Revolution, from modern science, capitalism and secularisation, 
and was found in Roman law and ideas of justice, setting it apart from, for 
example, American identity (Eco). This common identity encompassed the 
experience of communicating conflicts through stable institutions, recognis-
ing differences, building the welfare state, limiting the sovereignty of the 
nation state within the EU, and acting for the common European good 
and not as individual nation states (Habermas and Derrida). The need for a 
future-oriented European identity was clear; one that was capable of keep-
ing Europe together in the contemporary world. The suggestions made were 
necessary ‘in order to safeguard subsequent conquests, such as the welfare 
state, a secular sense of the political order, and civil rights for all’ (Savater).99

Habermas et al. faced criticism for questioning the transatlantic link and 
attempting to identify how Europe and the United States diverged rather 
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than what they had in common. European cooperation with the world’s 
hegemonic power was emphasised as fundamental to its foreign affairs, as 
was the exclusion of Russia and Turkey from the European legacy and iden-
tity. Critics argued that the welfare regimes of Europe were on the defen-
sive and that many Europeans saw no benefit in a greater Europe, but had 
experienced deterioration in their living standards.100 In addition, the idea 
of proclaiming a European identity as a policy guideline from above was 
criticised, stressing that intellectuals should give up the identity game, which 
had quickly become an enemy game, just as had the creation of national 
identities.101

The notion of a core Europe was criticised by Central Europeans who 
saw it as a way to divide Europe, despite the unification process. The Hun-
garian novelist Péter Esterházy noted the accusation by Western Europeans 
that the new Central European member states would constitute a disrup-
tive factor that should be left outside the core group. Polish author Andrzej 
Stasiuk sarcastically contended that the Habermas group was preparing the 
EU for the entrance of the barbarians, recalling a West European view of 
the people of Central Europe. Likewise, the Polish writer Adam Krzemiński 
maliciously accused ‘the great minds of the West’ of being blind to the 
other Europe of Poles and Hungarians: ‘They never belonged to Europe’s 
inner circle, say the Lords of the Rings. They will first have to humbly 
wait outside, wearing the penitential robes of their poverty, until the doors 
are opened for them’. Krzemiński stressed that the Central Europeans were 
already in Europe and would ‘take their seats and enjoy equal rights at the 
Round Table of the Union’. Habermas et al. saw their countries as the main 
forces behind the European spirit.102 These assessments of the arguments of 
Habermas et  al. concerned aspects of the concept of Europe addressed in 
previous chapters – for instance, the notion that some nations were further 
along in the civilising process and thus higher in the ‘pecking order’ of West-
ern Europe. In addition, they represented a critique of the European idea 
that shifted attention from the institutions of the EU to the peripheries and 
local communities.

At this point, the conception of European identity had somewhat sta-
bilised regarding the idea of unification and the EU, in the sense that the 
debates about integration were energised and played out via European iden-
tity. But that was not the whole picture. It is possible to find presentations of 
another Europe that avoided talking about European identity when making 
their case.

Europe viewed from the periphery was a theme throughout the period, 
beginning in the late 1980s and continuing to the present. In 1988, José 
Saramago penned his critique of the Eurocentrism evident within Europe 
itself. The Portuguese novelist saw the existence of one Europe at the centre 
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and another on the periphery, which revealed itself in how the ‘rich coun-
tries of Europe, who revel in the narcissistic view that wealth makes them 
culturally superior, regard the rest of Europe as something vague, diffuse, a 
trifle exotic and something picturesque’. He observed that Europe should be 
a moral entity that regarded cultures as different and equal, not as superior 
or inferior, where there was agreement between Europe and the peripheral 
cultures that each needed the other. He stated that ‘there will be no new 
Europe unless we abolish not so much selfish nationalism, which is often 
nothing more than a defensive reflex, but the preconceptions of the domina-
tion or subordination of cultures’.103

In 2000, Andrzej Stasiuk wrote about the Central European experience, 
describing it as living ‘between the East, which never existed, and the West, 
which exists all too much’ amid the economic unification, NATO, and ‘a 
thousand years of culture and civilization’. He compared it to going swim-
ming or being on a ship, exposed to the wind and the currents, seeing the 
weather change and ‘only thinking about the now and the future’, because 
all that comes to mind when thinking of the past is that it would have been 
better to stay at home.104 Both the Portuguese author Saramago and the Pol-
ish author Stasiuk saw Europe in terms of centre and periphery.

In an essay from 2004, the German author Iris Radisch wrote that au-
thors such as Stasiuk gave literary voice to a European periphery that was 
trying to justify itself to the centres of the West. She noted the peripheral 
European love of the local community, ‘die kleine Heimat’, which, in Central 
Europe, was combined with the critique of Western Europe as a role model, 
and with a diffuse and fragile nationalism. Radisch focused on authors who 
represented a ‘poetic of the local community’, practised in the communist 
period as an expression of love for small communities and a hatred of the 
regimes, which had now begun to find new expression under the pressure 
of a unification driven by the centres. In citing Stasiuk, she noted that ge-
ography rather than history represented Europe in the former communist 
countries. This is where she found the real soul of Europe that could raise 
the standard of spiritual regionalism against the forces of the global economy. 
From one’s own geography it was possible to find one’s proper history ‘in 
the small things . . . on the compost heaps and dunghills of the present’. His-
tory, she said, quoting Olga Tokarczuk, who many years later was awarded 
the Nobel Prize in Literature, ‘is only what I see for myself’. Radisch gave 
expression to the historical mental border between Central/Eastern Europe 
and the West, connecting this to the romantic critique of an estranged mo-
dernity. Against economic globalisation, she raised the standard of spiritual 
regionalism, which might connect people with their small communities. Al-
though Radisch mentioned the poetic of small communities as a way to 
understand some of the nationalist feelings that had fractured Yugoslavia, 
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she saw regional communities and small societies as the future of Europe, as 
the location of Europe’s soul.105 Thus, for the periphery, the conception of 
European identity was unattractive because of its adherence to strength and 
to an integration driven by the main countries of Western Europe.
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