gUTLER UNIVERS

LIBRARIES
* ’ Butler University
BA S Digital Commons @ Butler University
Scholarship and Professional Work - LAS College of Liberal Arts & Sciences
1998

National Identity, Nationalism, and the Organization of the
European Union

Antonio V. Menéndez Alarcon
Butler University, amenende@butler.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/facsch_papers

b Part of the Demography, Population, and Ecology Commons, Politics and Social Change Commons,
Race and Ethnicity Commons, and the Sociology of Culture Commons

Recommended Citation

Menéndez Alarcon, Antonio V. “National Identity, Nationalism, and the Organization of the European
Union.” International Journal of Contemporary Sociology, Vol. 35, N° 1, April 1998. Available from:
digitalcommons.butler.edu/facsch_papers/471/

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the College of Liberal Arts & Sciences at Digital
Commons @ Butler University. It has been accepted for inclusion in Scholarship and Professional Work - LAS by an
authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ Butler University. For more information, please contact
digitalscholarship@butler.edu.


https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/facsch_papers
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/las
https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/facsch_papers?utm_source=digitalcommons.butler.edu%2Ffacsch_papers%2F471&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/418?utm_source=digitalcommons.butler.edu%2Ffacsch_papers%2F471&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/425?utm_source=digitalcommons.butler.edu%2Ffacsch_papers%2F471&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/426?utm_source=digitalcommons.butler.edu%2Ffacsch_papers%2F471&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/431?utm_source=digitalcommons.butler.edu%2Ffacsch_papers%2F471&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalscholarship@butler.edu

NATIONAL IDENTITY, NATIONALISM, AND THE
ORGANIZATION OF THE EUROPEAN UNION!

Antonio V. Menéndez Alarcén
Butler University

“...I’ Europe du XXIéme siécle sera culturelle ou ne sera
9

pas.
André Malraux

ABSTRACT

Based on in-depth interviews and document analysis, this
article examines the relationships between cultural identification and
the process of European integration. It shows that French and Spanish
people’s cultural attachments to Europe as a common social
organization is still very limited and reflects a concern for the defense
of a national identity. This research contributes to our understanding
of the European integration and to the theory of cultural identity by
suggesting a dynamic paradigm that articulates the constitution of a
formal organization with the process of cultural identity formation.

An analysis of worldwide societal changes at the end of the twentieth century
reveals two contradictory tendencies: tendency toward a global village and cultural
integration, and a tendency toward cultural localism and isolationism as a means of
self-reproduction and preservation.

This process can be observed in the European Union (EU). Numerous
elements of convergence are visible in the mid 1990s at the macro level, but there are
also tendencies to reject integration at the local and national level. In most EU
countries, major changes during the 1980s and the early 1990s structured politics,
social organization, and the economy in the form of deregulation, privatization, and
fiscal reforms.? Today, one can observe similarities in the employment structure
(decline in the agricultural sector, growth in the service sector), similar levels of
education, and similar changes in family structure, as well as transformation of the
political sphere. In this way most European Union member countries have evolved
similar institutions (although these similarities do not imply economic equality or
political consensus).?

Given these common elements, one might expect that a European culture, or
what some observers call a “cultural area” (Smith 1990, 1995), would develop and
would tend to reduce the impact of nationalism in the EU countries, and that
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chauvinistic views would be expressed only by extremist and marginal groups. That
is not the case, however. Ethnic, regional, and national divisions are deeply ingrained
in most of the European Union’s population. Nationalism is not only an isolated
feeling among small, right-wing political groups but is felt as well by mainstream
Europeans.’ As such, it is a mass phenomenon, as revealed by the voting tendencies
observed in the French, Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian referenda, in surveys
(Burobarometer 1994, 1995), and in the debate provoked by the recent acceleration
of the integration process, after Maastricht. Throughout the European Union the
nation-state is still the preferred frame of reference.’

In this article I attempt to draw some conclusions on the impact of present-
day nationalism on the European Union by exploring the social imaginary that
defines national identity and nation.® In particular, I analyze the manifestations of
cultural representations and concepts that characterize nationalism in the EU in
France and Spain.

This article is based on several sources, including in-depth interviews with
opinion leaders and lay people in France and Spain in the Spring of 1995 and 1996,
field observation, and extensive analysis of documents such as surveys, newspaper
articles, and European Union materials. The concept of political leaders includes the
top leaders of a party in the region, most of whom are also important national
figures; these include general secretaries, member of Congress, senators, mayors, and
high-ranking officials. The union and business leaders also include the top leaders
of the union or association in each region.

In France I interviewed leaders from five national parties: the center-left Parti
Socialiste-PS (Socialist Party), the conservative center-right and gaullist
Rassemblement Pour la Republique-RPR (Alliance for the Republic), the center-right
Union Démocratique Frangaise-UDF, the Parti Communiste-PC (Communist Party),
and right wing Front National-FN (National Front). The union leaders belong to the
three major unions: Confédération Générale des Travailleurs-CGT (Workers’
General Confederation), Confédération Frangaise Démocratique du Travail-CFDT
(French Democratic Work Confederation), and Force Ouvriére-FO (Worker’s
Power). The business leaders were members of the main French Busines and
Industrialist association the Confédération Nationale du Patronat Frangais-CNPF
(National Confederation of French Employers). The leaders interviewed, through
their functions within their party, union, or business association, were also linked to
the establishment of policies regarding the European Union. I conducted the
interviews in Ile de France (Paris and its suburbs), and in the Haute Garonne (the
majority of interviews were conducted in Toulouse and its suburbs). Leaders from
other regions, such as Bretagne, Lorraine, Aquitaine, and Provence-Alpes-Cote d’
Azur were interviewed in Paris.”

In Spain I interviewed leaders from the three main national parties: the
center-left Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol-PSOE (Workers Spanish Socialist
Party), the conservative center-right Partido Popular-PP (Popular Party), and the
leftist Izquierda Unida-IU (United Left). The union leaders belong to the two major
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union;: Comisiones Obreras-CCOO (Workers Commissions) and Uni
Trabaj.adores-.U.GT (General Union of Workers). Interviews tz)ok plalc:(leoirrll if::l:.rlilc;z
f&stunas, Galicia, and the community of Madrid. A total of 68 opinion leaders (35
in France and 33 in Spain) were interviewed.

‘ I use the term lay people to refer to those respondents who do not occupy
socxall}f recognized positions of leadership. A total of 72 lay people (36 in France
and 36 in Spain) were interviewed, including individuals from the three main sectors
of the economy (agriculture, industry, and services), equal numbers of women and
men, and three age groups (18-30, 31-50, 51 and older).?

IDENTITY AND NATION

_ The_ single market is accepted by many of the people I interviewed
partlculaluly industrialists and political leaders, as a necessary accommodation to thé
economic realities of a postindustrial global capitalism. Other studies (Wright 1990)
reveal tpat powerful people in the decision-making networks of banks ami
corporations almost unanimously support a European monetary system and a
common market, and a majority support the creation of a central European bank. For
instance, leading European industrialists such as Wisse Dekker, the head of Phillips,

- enthusiastically support more economically integrated Europe. In fact, according to

many of the interviewees, the business communi i i
of the Maastricht Treaty. " played a large partin the framing

The economic arguments in favor of a European Union are impressive. Much
Qf the GNP of EU member countries is a result of the internationalization process;
industry depends heavily on export trade with other countries in the EU. The cost o;‘
non-Europe has been calculated often (see, among others, Cecchini 1988 and Europa
2000 1992).° These studies suggest that if there was no European Union
mtercorpmunity business would decline, unemployment would increase, and nationai
curren.cms would be devaluated. In other words, the economies of the member
countries already have largely undergone the integration process, especially since the
Maastricht Treaty, which formalized the single market, with its free movement of
goods, capital, labor, and services.

Notwithstanding, in leadership circles of the European Union it is believed
that th‘e.se "modern organizational forms of the economic system" require a new form
of political organization (see Cappellin 1993: 7). Particularly, Spinelli (1989), Delors
(1992) and others suggest that such an organization must incorporate certain
cha_rapten'stics of federalism in order to ensure greater decentralization in the
decision—making process, and thereby to build an institutional form better suited to
the culturally and technologically complex socioeconomic system that already
predominates in Europe.

However, surpassing national frames of reference and interacting in a large
area sugh as the EU has produced feelings of insecurity in many people. Indeed, the
Internationalization of production structures and an economy that ignores bor,ders
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have caused many individuals and companies to enter a difﬁcylt international
competition. Many workers have lost their jobs as a result qf adj}lstments to the
European market, and various companies (especially medium-sized and sn}all
companies) are competing for survival with companies from other EU countries.
Pervasive social problems, such as high levels of unemployment and §tagnat10n in
the standard of living, also contribute to a general climate of uncertainty. A large
proportion of middle- and lower-class people perceive the El.lropean Union as
dominated by corporations and big businesses, and see this as detrimental to a social
Europe.'®

The sense of insecurity felt by many Europeans is also based on the
perception that this overarching organization is a threat to traditions and local
cultures.!! Indeed, the European Union is another manifestation of a recent glgbal
evolution which is eroding traditional arrangements and transforming the foundations
of the society, the economy, political structures, and the intemtional order, and
tends to produce a certain massification and often uniformity of pr.oducts 'fmd
techniques. This transgression of the traditional sociocultura.l bound_apes requires
people to venture out of a national reassuring framework, causing a crisis of 1deqt1ty
and distress in many who find it difficult to imagine such a pluralistic community.

In this context, people are more and more nostalgic about commgmty life,
and certain traditions, and try to reinforce what they view as their true ident_lty. ’Man.y
express a desire to defend their national identity against outsiders, inc}udmg in this
perception of “outsider” indistinctly countries of the European Union and. non-
member countries. The following quotes are typical of the thoughts expressed in the
interviews by those who oppose and those who agree with a federal form of

organization:

“ do not like very much the idea of a federal state because it will end up .

eliminating cultural differences. I think each country should maintain its own
identity.”

“Yes, I would like the European Union to become a federal union because we
have the same interests and that will help to reinforce the role of Europe in
the international scene. However, the European institutions should be such
that national identities will be respected.”

These statements reflect that a collective cultural identity at the European
Union level is still nonexistent. Although one can infer some rather broad v?l}les
predominantly shared by the population of the European Union, such as political
democracy, aesthetics, egalitarian ideology, and peace ideology, very few gf the
persons | interviewed were able to mention any cultural symbol shared with nationals
of other countries in the Union—except for some rather abstract references to the
historical Judeo-Christian, Greco-Roman, Celtic, and Arabic influences, gnd the
traditional perceptions that existed even before the Union, such as the notion that

\T
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Italians are culturally close to Spaniards.”? The perception of being European is
vague and distant, and the interviewees did not show a European consciousness, a
feeling of being part of the same community, a sense of belonging. Even high-level
officials such as Carlos Westendorp, Spanish Secretary of State for the European
Union, admitted in a 1994 interview that he felt culturally and emotionally closer to
Latin America than to the other Europeans (E/ Pais 1994b). Although Brussels is
perceived increasingly as a policy-making center in the community, it is not yet the
center for symbols, values, or beliefs.

The national identity that people want to protect has no precise form or
definition, althought it implies a strong belief on inclusion and exclusion.'> Everyone
I interviewed mentioned certain values that he or she considered important and
wished to defend in the name of national identity (whether based on economic
interests, cultural traditions, or xenophobic views). Eighty-four percent of the people
interviewed in France and Spain (including opinion leaders and lay people) believe
that their nation correspond to a natural geographical and cultural division and that
their country have clear identifiable characteristics that differentiate them from other
countries.

Among the national characteristics most often recognized and mentioned by
the interviewees are religion, food, ways of dressing, music, and above all language.
In other words, the basic notion of nationalism, as Edwards (1985) notes, is self-
awareness and self-consciousness, and these feelings are explained by the use of
markers such as the ones previously mentioned. Language has a particular relevance
for national consciousness because of the clear cut it offers for people to differentiate
and to express their uniqueness. In fact, almost all interviewees consider language
as essential to the maintenance of a national identity. They think that the existence
of the Spanish or French nation relies on having their own language.

Language is for them not only a form of communication, but the expression
of their cultural identity, their specificity and what they see as their unique view of
the world. In other words, language is a symbolic expression fundamental as a tool
not only of communication but also for national unity. Indeed, in the context of the
EU it is the most powerful and visible symbolism of differentiation and belonging."

A discrimination based on cultural dependence and language is often
mentioned in France and Spain to demonstrate an erosion of cultural identity. People
in these countries perceive the use of English language in the European Union as
imperialistic. As one professor remarked: “If our language is lost, we erode our own
existence as a distinctive nationality. I do not think it is a question of going back to
the past, but should our future be dominated by other cultural experiences? Couldn’t
we be building the future as well? From our perspective, and not from others
perspectives. I want the Spanish culture to be an option for the future.”
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REPRODUCTION OF THE NATION-STATE
IN EVERYDAY LIFE

Participating as a nation in building the future imp!ies foF a majority of
interviewees a reassertion of national sovereignty by opposition to integration into
a federal Europe. In France, for example, we can see the reappearance of old slogaﬁs
such as la France aux Frangais [France to French] or old sterc?otypes su?h as “a
German Europe.” People from the democratic left, 51.1ch as .?ea:n-Plerre Cheveénement
or Régis Debray, oppose what they call “the intromission pf @e Eur‘opean
technocracy” into national sovereignty (Debray 1990). Ex-Gaullist prime Iplmster
of France, Edouard Balladur, in the newspaper Le Monde (1994), stated his interest
in limiting the power of the European Union to basic agreements, and sugg_ested soft
formulas of organization. In this respect, he agreed with the eqroskegncs of .the
United Kingdom, and with the ultranationalism of the extreme ngl.lt-wmg parties.
One such party, the French National Front, denounced the Maastricht Treaty as a
conspiracy against la France éternelle [the eternal I.*“rance] (Le Mondg, 17-18 May,
1992). Similar views, proposing that national sovereignty must pre:d.ommate over any
all-European arrangement, seem to be driving the European policies of the Ffengh
president Jacques Chirac, and are expressed by large segments of_ the popula’flon in
France, but also in Spain. Despite the differences between the I_latlona_l popuhsrp of
the right and the nationalism of certain sectors of the left regm@mg their percgptlons
of what a nation should be, both sides instigate fear and defensiveness regarding the

nion.”
Europee}fnhgse concerns also have been provoked by the incr.ez'lsing scope of EU
policy interests, as specified in the Maastricht Treaty. M_ore dec1s1ogs are now made
by the EU. National states have lost substantial power in some policy §pheres such
as external trade and agriculture. The EU also has take_:n the lea_d in European
monetary union, institutional reforms, the social dimgnsmn, thg single Eu.ropean
market, and cultural policies such as Erasmus and ngua,‘ which affect bilateral
relations among states. In these areas the decision-making process has been
accelerated because the majority vote in the Council has been used much more

i in recent years.'¢

emensn"/fe;ybl:sure, a rflajority of the people interviewed would agree to create some
form of European organization'” but a large majority feel that the European Union
should not be the end of the nation-state as they know it. The following quote from
a French interviewee reflects this view:

“] agree with some form of European organization but not with a federal state
such as Switzerland or the United States of America. Such a federal state wﬂ,l
eliminate the sovereignty of each country, and we can not renounce to that.

The political will to exist as an independent entity predqmina;es. S.ixty-_three
percent of the people I interviewed (including French and Spaniards) believe in the

*i‘
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need to keep alive a national political organization and a distinctive national identity,
and they strongly tend to reject a centralizing authority that would try to homogenize
the EU countries. Most Europeans would like to keep independent states within a
general intergovernmental organization with some aspects in common, such as the
defense policy and multinational companies at the European level. This tendency is
also reflected in recent public opinion surveys in the European Union
(Eurobarometer 1994, 1995, 1996).

The areas in which the public is most reluctant to accept union are those
which they perceive as closest to their identity, for instance monetary union. In this
isssue there were significant differences between French and Spanish interviewees,
particularly among lay people. Sixty-four percent of French and 46 percent of
Spaniards would prefer to keep their present currency. Among the opinion leaders
there was a similar appraisal of the issue in both nationalities: 42 percent of French
and 40 percent of Spaniards would have preferrred a different arrangement than the
model of monetary union that will be applied. When I asked my interviewees why
they were concerned about a common currency, some offered a rational financial
analysis, but the emphasis was more on the symbolic meaning. For instance: “It is
difficult for me to imagine using money which is not the Franc. I feel like something
important will be lost.” The franc and the peseta, are symbols of their cultural
distinctiveness and political independence. For the lay people the monetary issue is
more about feelings than about logical economic explanations.

Through the defense of their national identity people try to avoid the forces
that call into question the traditional ways of doing things. Most people interviewed
can conceive of identity only as a form of uniqueness or homogeneity. Because they
cannot reconcile unity with diversity, their reaction is to close themselves to the
outside, as they have learned to do from generation to generation.

These ideologies shuffle identity, citizenship, and nationality; they equate
cultural specificity, political belonging, and national environment. Identity in these
views is the essence of the nation-state. This constitutes an idea that is inscribed in
the social symbolism with force and determination.

The perception of equivalence between cultural identity and nation-state has
been promoted mainly by the governments themselves through education and rituals.
A typology of collective identity has been produced, influencing individuals’
relations with one another and with themselves. Indeed, as Oriol (1979) and others
have suggested, the idea of national identity is not independent from the management
of culture by the state and its apparatus (the schools, the media, the army) which use
mechanisms of control to homogenize cultures within the national framework.'
Throughout history those who controlled the state believed that any national entity
must be endowed with a sacred unity, which consistently has been presented as a
natural social unit. Drawing on traditions (which often were local, not national)
national states have stimulated ceremonies and festivals that celebrated the higher
historical legacy and values of a given nationality. To paraphrase Hobsbawm and
Ranger (1983), they invented tradition. It is well known that the school system in
every country of Europe has promoted a culture in which the nation was always the
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environment. Even today, geography is taught in suc.h a way that it continues to
reproduce the idea of natural borders between countries, an{i the national te.rntory
constitutes the fundamental space on a vague European continent. 'I_'he recruitment
of citizen armies also weighted heavily on the formation of an imaginary collectlye
consciousness. Sharing war experiences generates “cultural memories and spcml
institutions, like veterans’ organizations” (Schudson 1994.:63). ’l?hosg rituals
historically have played such an important role cIhat pft:(i)plcel still find it difficult to
i esterday’s enemies are today’s friends. . o
adapt tohth:uﬁ,eilut:};actléensive }rletreat to a historical tradition rest§ ona naflonahsnc
ideology that has long been one of the strongest bases for _soclal f:ohejsmn. Most
people still believe that their salvation and thelr' VYell—bemg reside in a strong
national state, as they experience and imagine it. This is largely the form of the state
that has existed in Europe since the nineteenth century. The nation appears as a
symbol of identification and a gauge of power, unity, anc! specificity. Natlona;llisr_n
is used as an instrument of self-defense because people belfeve ’fhey can control their
future better within a given national space. As Derrida.wntes, ‘National }{egemor}y
presents itself, claims itself. It claims to justify itself in the name of a pnv11ege allx:
responsibility and in memory of the universal.._., of the tanscenden@ or ontol(?gm_
(1992: 47). Furthermore, the nation-state is viewed as a community of substitution
between the international structure and market that the EU represents and the
atonuze%hl:sd; ‘xl'xl;l:l?ls, symbols, and rituals that contribut.e to t.he reproduction of the
nation-state are not only an abstract representation of an imaginary communauty but
ession of concrete social relations. .
- alsolnge:z?rthe national state is still perceived by most citizeqs as a basis of
support, and as such represents the social neec%s of different social groups a:ac;
classes. All over Europe the état-providence is still favored strongly by the gene
population. Even after the neoliberal mood of the 198-05, pl}bhc support for the
welfare state has not changed much—Including in the United Kingdom, probably the
most market-oriented country in the EU.*® Several surveys show that most
Europeans support public health services, public education, and social protect{o;ll.
People associate this safety net with the nat?onal state, even though th§ Maastricht
Treaty does include a social charter supporting the most advanced social prograxt;:s
in the EU. Indeed, although the primary purpose of the Treaty (as reflected in the
1992 initiative, which was included in the treaty) was to make European ﬁms
competitive in the world economy and thereby to rev1.tahze.the l?}u'opean Umog
economy (Springer 1992), this treaty also emphasugd reinforcing a “social Europef
in order to create allegiance to the European Union and to generate a senze o
belonging in the population at large. The‘ European .Umon was alrea ytha
businessmen's Europe; therefore, the Commission felt that in order to 1nt'egrate e
general population into Europe, to create a sense of Europeanness, a social Europe

had to be created.”!
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Yet, these projects suggested in the Maastricht Treaty are not aknowledged
by the population because they are still in process. The social and cultural aspects of
integration have not been applied with the same intensity and speed as the aspects
pertaining to the single market. Notwithstanding the existence of projects, people
need to experience the benefits of European integration in their everyday lives. Their
attachment to the European Union depends on their experiences with the concrete
manifestations of the integration process. Indeed, a cultural configuration is
determined by everyday experiences, which include social interactions tied to an a
priori ontological perception and to collective practices that define individuals’
relative identities. In other words, as a result of the historical cultural perceptions and
notions mentioned in previous pages, people living in the EU countries will tend to
favor old nationalistic stereotypes unless strong evidence in their everyday
experiences suggests other alternatives. And few things in the process of European
integration have contributed to change these ways of thinking,

Frictions along national lines still predominate in intra-European relations.
The European Union is a collage in which assertions of national identity based upon
diversity of interests are the order of the day. It appears to most people as an
arrangement in which representatives of different nations negotiate to protect their
national interests. Indeed, in the Council of Ministers, the predominant decision-
making institution of the EU, each minister mainly looks after the interests of his or
her country.2 Most politicians are concerned primarily about their voters at home
and about obtaining seemingly favorable treatment for their country. Their people
evaluate them on the perceived quality of the deals they obtain. In Spain, for
instance, people often blame their politicians for not getting enough from the
European Union, and giving up too much.

This tendency to concentrate on the country’s national interests can be
observed in the alliances that form within the European Union to push for certain
agreements. These alliances rarely respond to a general, common philosophy; they
are based on the short-term, concrete interests of the countries involved. For
instance, the countries that form what has been called the “cohesion front” (Greece,
Ireland, Portugal, and Spain) are more or less united concerning north/south
(rich/poor) relationships, but this union often breaks down. In late 1994, for example,
when Spain requested full inclusion in the Common F ishing Policy, Portugal (which
was also included in this request) did not fully support Spain because that country
feared the invasion of its waters by Spanish fishing boats.? Germany’s dispute with
Luxembourg over fiscal policies is another example of conflicts among countries that
occasionally seem united. Also problematic are the repeated confrontations on
foreign policy among all member countries, and the lack of coordination on
important issues such as the conflict in the former Yugoslavia (especially at the
beginning of the war there). In addition, historic, cultural, and economic links
between countries inside and outside the EU are often strong enough to forestall
economic agreements within the EU. In the spring of 1995, for example, the British
sided with Canada during the conflict over fishing rights between the EU and
Canada.®*



















