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Why has there been an enlarged interest in European identity among politicians, sociologists
and economists since the late 1980s? The issue of identity is becoming a particularly important
one for integration in Europe, given that economic and to a large extent political integration have
been achieved. Growing proportion of individuals, especially younger people, feel as »Europe-
ans«. It is empirically well documented that Europeans have increasingly multiple territorial
identities, i.e. simultaneous identities to a variety of territorial communities.1 This paper exami-
nes the growing extent of consciousness of European territorial identity2 and tries to uncover the
underlying factors of this development. 

A Brief Historical Sketch of the European Integration

Europe in its diversity witnessed a lot of conflicts in the past. Nations were divided not only by
language and religion, but also by rivalry and security interests. The idea of European integra-
tion remained a mere theory. Then World War II changed Europe. The effects of the conflict con-
verted the idea of integration into a necessity. Common needs and interests of European coun-
tries reflected political, economic and safety circumstances after the conflict.

And the opportunity for a fundamentally new form of politics was grasped in Europe.
The first step was when six countries founded the European Coal and Steel Community
in which basic industries important for the conduct of war were placed under a com-
mon authority. From this beginning came the European Economic Community, and
eventually the European Union, in a process which led to peace between the member
states and higher standard of living than any previous generation in Europe had expe-
rienced. The division of Europe, however, remained an open sore till at last the system
which had dominated the East for half a century collapsed, partly as a result of its own
inner contradictions but also because it permitted neither a free economy nor individu-
al responsibility or enterprise.3

The fall of Iron Curtain generated new expectations about the future of Europe.

One of the most controversial issues in the debate about the future of the European Union is the
question of identity of its member states and individuals. While optimists point towards some
indicators of a growing community that should complement the emerging polity, sceptics avow
that a truly integrated European culture and identity is a mirage. Succinctly, the issue is enor-
mously complicated and consequently it is exposed to many diverse standpoints. 

While »external« elements, such as economic and political integration run rather well, it is
generally felt that an »internal« connecting link is missing at present. If we comprehend the ter-
ritorial identity as the search for the meaning of the individual/group in relation to the self and
to the society from a geographical/spatial perspective, it is not surprising that the question of
European identity has arisen in a new light. 

Quest for the Common European Denominator

Exclusive identities have been an inseparable part of the European history. They have been ra-
ther forceful in their creation and very violent in their expression. The division of the world into
mutually exclusive in-groups and out-groups based just on exclusive identities has created a vi-
tal background of nationalism. This contributed to the generally accepted all-or-nothing concep-
tions of identity. It was claimed that while identities in general are multiple and diverse, territo-
rial identities consist just of one layer. In other words, if one feels German or British, he or she
cannot identify themselves as Europeans at the same time. 

To facilitate the conditions for the spreading of over-arching European identity seems to be
a desirable supplement not only to the traditionally exclusive identities but also to the current
integration processes. Not surprisingly, European administration focused on enhancing the
common European identity as well as on the support of multiple territorial identities. Obviously,
the stimulation of European identity does not mean to omit or even abolish the other identities. 
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Multiple territorial identities are geographically described as »nested identities«. Thus an indi-
vidual can be a Londoner and English, but also a Briton and a European. This spatial rank diffe-
rentiation is a lucid concept because a particular territory has finite borders that meet (or share)
the borders of another region, nation or continent. Compared with the cultural identity, it is a
more concrete concept and therefore less difficult to define clearly.

Official documents of the European Union give us an ample evidence of the need of cons-
ciousness of European culture and identity. There are several typical territorial contexts for the
use of the word »identity« in the treaties that regulate the European Union. First, there exists the
need for identity at the level of the Union. Such identity has to be perceived as clear and distinct
from both inside and outside. Secondly, there is the need to respect existing national identities
of the member states as well as particular regional or even urban or rural identities. In other
words, the effort to strengthen various spatial ranks of identity is apparent. This conception is in
compliance with already mentioned multiple territorial identities.

Jacques Santer, President of the European Commission stated in 1995 that a European iden-
tity is necessary for the European Union to avoid »fragmentation, chaos and conflict of every
kind (military, social, economic and political) and to help achieve cohesion, solidarity, subsidi-
arity, concert and cooperation. Practically all potential sources of European identity are welco-
me: political and ideological beliefs, economic theory, culture, history, geography, ethics, com-
mon destiny, etc. But they all have to be effective. European identity has to crystallize.«4

Article F of the Maastricht Treaty draws the attention to the fact that the »Union shall respect
the national identities of its member states«. The other texts suggest that a European identity
should not force out the lower layers of the territorial identities. There should be sufficient room
for particular identities in the framework of a complex spatial hierarchy.

Many legal or economic harmonisations, which could be defended as a matter of justice or
equal opportunities are stressed in their consequence of strengthening the European identity.
For instance, the Decision of the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States of
12/19/95 on protection for citizens of the European Union by diplomatic and consular repre-
sentations announces: 

Whereas such common protection arrangements will strengthen the identity of the
Union as perceived in third countries; bearing in mind that the introduction of common
protection arrangements for citizens of the Union in third countries will also strengthen
the idea of European solidarity as perceived by the citizens in question [...]5

The European Commission explained the presence of a policy on tourism in the European Union
Treaty as follows: »[T]ourism contributes to promoting a European identity«. The Commission
Work Program for 1993/1994 addresses the continuation of an »active audiovisual policy desi-
gned to promote more extensive cultural exchanges which will accentuate the European identi-
ty«.6 It is intriguing that the idea of a European audiovisual policy to lay the foundations of Eu-
ropean identity is deeply rooted in the Union’s intentions since the European Act from 1986. The
text on providing access to European Union Institution Libraries (1995) emphasizes it as »an im-
portant contribution […] to fostering the spirit of European cohesion and identity in a way which
will strengthen the sense of a common European identity amongst all the citizens of the Union«.7

When it comes to reflect directly on what a European identity is, the official texts are usually very
cautious. The official reports on external relations or reviewing of applications of new members
offer a good deal of information in this regard. This gives us indirect evidence that a gradual qua-
litative development of European identity is an inherent part of the European integration. Euro-
pean identity is still in a premature state, however it is emerging naturally. 

Again, it is appropriate to cite several paragraphs from the Charter of European Identity that
draw a more accurate picture of the European identity:

[…] and on the basis of practical and credible policies, we hold the following items to
be essential to the growth, within the framework of the European Union, of a European
identity: 

• a succinct and easily understandable constitution of the European Union setting 
out its federal structure. A binding catalogue of common fundamental and human 
rights and guaranteed social rights. The constitution would be presented to the citi-
zens for ratification;
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• further extension of citizenship rights;
• a common economic, social and environmental policy whose overall aim must be to 

provide work for all and to protect our planet against further environmental pollution; 
• a common cultural and education policy to foster a sense of European identity in the 

European Union and its member states. Promoting unity in diversity and common va-
lues for all citizens.

• being a European is not a question of birth, but of education;
• the promotion of multi-lingualism. All Europeans should learn foreign languages as

early as possible. European citizens must be able to understand each other;
• a declaration of the political goals to which the European Union aspires. Without da-

maging its many-sided heritage the European Union must follow common policies in 
world affairs.

Freedom, peace, the dignity of mankind, equality and social justice are our greatest
goods. To protect and further develop these aims, Europe needs a morally acceptable
political structure and policies which strengthen the sense of common purpose while
establishing the credibility of the European Union and making its citizens proud to be
Europeans. When that point has been reached, then a stronger, more European identity
will also exist.8

The number of questions concerning the specification of the notion of a European identity grows
dramatically. For the purposes of this paper we can perceive drawing on the European identity
also as the gradual qualitative change of the behaviour of the European entity. Formerly the Eu-
ropean states or individuals became active mostly in case of the emergent external incentives or
dangers that could influence the space within the borders of their interests. Stronger European
identity means also the activity that stems from the inside of the European space.

Surprising Support of Globalisation

In the previous paragraphs we have discussed some intended aspects of the creation of a Euro-
pean identity. They took place in a very unusual historical period and context. We cannot omit
the idiographical character of the current process of the European unification as such. But what
is intriguing even more is the relation of the creation of European identity to the process of glo-
balisation. 

The European continent currently undergoes a double transformation: First, there is a speci-
fic process of European unification directed by the European administration. Second, Europe is
strongly influenced by the spontaneous process of globalisation. Both above mentioned pro-
cesses relate substantially to the European identity. 

The massive impact of globalisation forces us to re-evaluate traditional approaches to every-
day life. Global processes have far-reaching social, economic and cultural implications. Until
now they could not be carefully investigated because there is a wide consent that the globalisa-
tion is at its very beginning. Moreover, the transformations of recent years have taken different
forms in different places.

However, globalisation can generally be comprehended as a dominant trend that changes
the organisation of society on the world level. From the economic perspective, it is a process of
change from national to global scale of integration of production, exchange and consumption.
This process was enabled mainly by the technological informational revolution that provided the
basic infrastructure for the formation of global economy.9 Politically this gained sufficient room
with the end of the cold war. 

The concept of »time-space compression« describes increasing movement, communication and
widening of social contacts in space and the human perception of such changes. Growing spati-
al mobility and overcoming spatial barriers are enabled by technological progress regarding pro-
duction, transport, communication and information technologies. According to Soros (1998) the
globalisation is not complete, because it includes only the economy, but not the democratic
decision-making.10 Nevertheless, in the literature there is a relatively strong accord that the pro-
cess is natural, unavoidable, and into a certain extent predictable and optimistic scenario assu-
mes also its qualitative development.11

This process involves various players – firms, institutions and organisations, households
and individuals. In principle, they can be involved in globalisation in two ways:
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I. Activities of some players can actively contribute to the formation of the process of globali-
sation. The typical example is when a transnational company directs its activities into a cer
tain area; this has extensive socio-economic implications (from changes in the composition
of jobs and consequent impacts on the individuals, to the connection of the territory with 
the global environment). Of course, the number of the processes that can more or less di-
rectly form the process of globalisation is quite limited. Another aspect has to be mentio-
ned: globalisation processes induced by those players create global external environment
in which such players operate. This group is relatively small and relatively powerful.

II. Most players, as well as their behaviour, are influenced by globalisation. 

This concept draws us on the forms of the relation between globalisation changing global set-
tings and territorial identity.

Regarding the topic of this paper the attention should be focused on those elements of glo-
balisation that influence the spatial dimension of identity. »Interconnectedness« is the key no-
tion that describes the relations in the contemporary world. As already stated, places become
»closer« to each other because time and space tend to compress due to the advances of tech-
nology and mass media: the most distant places are easy to access and the world seems smal-
ler. It is impossible to overlook such symbols of modern era as intercontinental flights or the
internet.

As an individual becomes more and more involved in the process of increasing »mutuality«
of the world and finds him or herself submerged in a great number of various dialogues and de-
bates, he or she is exposed to the widest variety of opinions and viewpoints, often contradicto-
ry and moreover usualy hardly reconcilable. The intensity, quantity and complexity of social, eco-
nomic, cultural and other factors and relations in daily reality have a tangible influence on the
human spatial identities. 

In history the overall number of the already mentioned »disturbing forces« coming from the envi-
ronment was quite limited (at least in comparison with contemporary dynamism). This implies
that the drawing on the individual’s territorial identity was not so difficult as nowadays. From the
territorial perspective there existed mostly exclusive identitites. Or, in other words there was the
space for nationalism with all negative consequences.

With the globalisation drive the concept of identity has undergone some significant changes
in its theories. Identity can no more be fixed and this contradicts with the way identity was per-
ceived before the debates on globalisation became so widespread. Recent discussions about
the concept of identity, especially in the literature on the rise of nationalism, emphasise that in
contemporary conditions most people experience multiple identities. Which of these is predomi-
nant at any moment depends on the context in which an individual is acting and thinking, but
each identity exists alongside the others. 

The number of above mentioned situations is growing as there is increasing intensity, quan-
tity and complexity of social, economic and other relations in everyday reality. Subsequently, in-
dividuals find themselves within the European context in various situations more and more. Va-
rious surveys show that people increasingly feel as »Europeans«. Parallely, one can contemplate
an impressive appearance of multiple territorial identities. 

We can hardly find any parallel with the European integration in history. This idiographical pro-
cess could be described at its beginning only by external characteristics, such as economic or
political integration. An internal connecting link in the form of a rising European identity was re-
vealed partly as a consequence of the danger of the growth of nationalistic tendencies and part-
ly naturally, as a qualitatively higher stage of European integration. Official efforts of European
administration have found a striking ally in form of globalisation. Succinctly, the European con-
tinent currently undergoes the double transformation that fosters the rise and further advance-
ment of European identity and is a fine mixture of intention and spontaneity: European integra-
tion and globalisation. This situation creates challenge for various scholars as an amazingly
small amount of research has been done on combined effects of those two phenomena.
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