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Against the backdrop of phenomena such as a steadily diminishing turnout for elections to the European Parliament and the groundswells of popular opposition to the Maastricht Treaty in the early 1990s and the proposed European Constitution in the subsequent decade, past years have witnessed a heating up of what Joseph Weiler (1996) has called the third debate in European integration studies. This debate revolves, broadly, about legitimacy, identity, and popular consent in the European Union (EU). 1 The present chapter seeks to contribute to this debate. In the first part, I discuss the central analytical concepts at stake: what, precisely, does it mean to say that the European Union 2 is legitimate or illegitimate? What are the possible ways by which supranational institutions could attract popular support? The second part of the chapter takes an empirical perspective. It discusses past and present attempts by the European Union to secure popular support through policies in areas such as education, culture, and the invention and dissemination of EU-related myths and symbols. These policies, however, had little success: some faltered over resistance by member state governments or over a lack of receptiveness by national publics. Others deteriorated into measures that merely increased the EU’s visibility to its member populations or of those populations to one another. This record, I conclude, does not imply that the Union’s public standing is set for an inevitable slide. For at least in the short and medium-term, symbolic policies in areas such as culture and education are not the only means of sustaining institutional legitimacy, and le1. For good examples of third debate contributions see Beetham & Lord (2001); Thaa (2001); Kostakopoulou (1997); Laffan (1996); Obradovic (1996); Howe (1995); and Habermas (1991). The first debate, according to Weiler, bore on the formal legality of the Community’s constitutional premises, whereas the second debate revolved around “deontological” questions, related to democratic decision-making procedures (or the lack thereof) in the EU. 2. With the coming into force of the Maastricht Treaty, what had commonly been referred to as the “European Community” (EC) or the “Common Market” became part of the newly established “European Union” (EU). Throughout this paper, I will use the term “Union” and “EU” throughout, even when referring to pre-Maastricht events.
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gitimacy is at any rate not the only source of popular consent. Even so, the observation that many national governments did not cease to protect their cultural and educational prerogatives jealously against Union encroachment while they allowed for marked progress in economic and to some extent also political integration contains one of the most important lessons of European integration to date. It points to the continued determination of national elites to protect their near-monopoly over the tools of political identity creation from supranational interference, and as such it highlights possible limits to European integration as a political and institutional project. I conclude by arguing that for as long as the Union remains precluded from pursuing effective institutional legitimization strategies at a large scale, its best chance of securing popular support lies with restricting further transfers of powers from the national to the supranational level, while ensuring that EU institutions act as discreetly as possible and limit their visibility and political clout. Legitimacy and European Integration What might cause an individual to actively support or at least passively tolerate a given political institution? As far as European integration is concerned, three sources of support are potentially available. Three sources of support The first source consists of instrumental—or utilitarian—motives. In broad, instrumental support grows when individuals start to believe that their interests are best served by membership in the European Union and by particular EU policies. Although most analysts assume that economic welfare concerns take centre stage in generating utilitarian support, there are no logical a priori restrictions as to what such utilitarian interests might consist of. Moreover, individuals may either focus on their own personal utility, or on that of a social category they identify with and whose perceived interests thus partially become their own (such as a state, region, interest group, or social class [see Held 1988]). Utilitarian motives have traditionally played the most important role in securing popular support for European integration. Until the early 1990s, surveys regularly suggested that most EU citizens saw integration as economically beneficial, and researchers credited this with sustaining a widespread “permissive consensus” towards integration that was marked less by active support than by a kind of passive, benevolent toleration, accompanied by very limited awareness and knowledge of the EU (see Hewstone 1986; Shepherd 1975; Theiler 2005). However, utilitarian support is, by definition, soft: for it to prevail, the cost/benefit calculations on which it is predicated must continuously weight in favour of the European Union. This is unlikely to be the case for all citizens in all the member states all the time. It becomes even less likely as the Union expands to include more member states and thus a greater variety of different social and economic situations that are likely to display a greater degree of divergence at any given point in time. In short, over the long term utilitarian support is bound to be fickle.
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The second potential source of support for the European Union is a variation of the first. It entails the rise of (a) new interests and preferences among national publics and (b) a belief that these interests are best served by the EU. As far as the nation-state is the interest referent, this would involve a redefinition of national interests to make them more “compatible” with European integration. Exploring how national interests become redefined in this way presupposes that social identities and preferences are fluid rather than fixed, and that their evolution may become dialectically intertwined with the European integration process: As a given polity participates in that process its preferences change, which in turn affects how it participates in the EU, and so on. Much of the more recent literature on European integration (especially in a social constructivist mould) seeks to ascertain how some member states have continuously readjusted their preferences in this way and, more specifically, how once political elites have changed their preferences they then seek to extend these changes to their respective constituent populations. Examples include sustained efforts by Irish political elites over the past three decades to “re-imagine” Ireland as a mainstream European country, as well as attempts by post-war West German elites to define their country as a Western democracy whose “natural destiny” lies “in Europe” (see Hayward 2002; also Checkel 1999). This second potential mechanism of generating support for European integration is more flexible than the first. For preferences (including perceptions of utilitarian benefit or loss, but also potentially more normative orientations) are now assumed to be malleable rather than exogenously given. Even so, what is at stake at this level of legitimization are still the preferences of individuals or the aggregate preferences of the communal units to which they belong (e.g. their member states). It still does not turn the EU into a category of identification and belonging in its own right, and as such it does not actually require identifications with the EU directly. It is that latter development which, if it occurs, constitutes the third source of legitimacy for the EU. Such a third level legitimization process would entail growing identifications with “Europe” (or the European Union) itself, defined as an overarching institutional and communal category. Given that one can only identify with something if that “something” appears tangible and “real,” it would require a European “entity process.” That is, it would entail growing perceptions of the EU as a real existing actor, and the parallel reification of “Europeans” as a bounded community with needs, aspirations, and the capacity for agency. As citizens would come to identify with “Europe,” “Europe” would enter their selfdefinitions. Up to a point, the EU’s perceived interests and aspirations would become their own. This would give the Union a self-referential claim to survival and in some measure insulate it from calculations of utilitarian gain (Wæver 1996). Eventually, the rise of “Europe” as a collective actor and overarching identity category could come to submerge the collective actorhood of the member states. In a less far-reaching scenario, the EU would evolve into a complementary category of belonging, representing the outermost level of identification in a “Russian dolls”-type arrangement. Theorists have identified both “practical” and “psychological” reasons for why such third level legitimization processes might become necessary to secure popular support for the EU. “Practical” explanations are predicated on the assumption that political systems (and
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especially democratic ones) can only function if their members inhabit a framework of shared meanings—constituted by basic normative orientations, cognitive reference points, and a common symbolic repertoire to express and disseminate them (Thaa 2001). Such meanings, the argument goes, can only emerge and be sustained in bounded communal settings, as these give shape to and protect stable communicative and interactional patterns that produce and reproduce shared meanings in the first place. Psychological explanations, by contrast, postulate that legitimacy (and especially democratic legitimacy) rely on underlying psychological conditions which only a sense of community can foster. One important factor here is the alienating potential of majority decisions on the overruled; but if “the majority has decided” becomes “we have decided” a sense of being dominated by others disappears. Similarly, in this rendering communal sentiments can foster popular acceptance of redistributive policies and of various obligations that overarching institutions impose upon their subjects. If these perceive an obligation towards these institutions as a duty towards other community members or towards the internalized communal “entity” at large, they are less likely to experience alienation and more likely to comply (Thaa 2001; Scharpf 1998; Etzioni 1968, 1965). Finally, as suggested, an institution’s “end in itself”-status and self-referential claim to survival that flows from third level legitimacy helps insulate it from utilitarian cost-benefit calculations and thereby makes it less vulnerable to changes in underlying material conditions as well as less dependent on a continuous adaptation of preferences. Even so, such third level legitimization processes do not always seem necessary to secure popular acceptance of international (or, for that matter, even some domestic) institutions: The United Nations, the World Health Organization, and the World Postal Union, say, all have in common that they attract few popular identifications while, by and large, triggering little popular opposition. Regarding the EU, what, then, would determine whether it would need to attract third level legitimacy or instead be able to survive on other, more instrumentally flavored sources of support alone? Logically deducing from the discussion so far, we can hypothesize the following broad principle: all other things equal, an institution’s need for third level legitimacy depends on the extent to which those subjected to it are aware of it and consider it significant. Focusing once more on European integration, this suggests the need to maintain a balance between, on the one hand, the pace of integration (defined as entailing an increase in the powers and visibility of EU-related institutions and practices) and, on the other hand, the rate at which it attracts popular identifications and thus third level legitimacy. This notion is well encapsulated in the classic concept of “authority-legitimacy transfers” in European integration studies (see Pentland 1973). As long as EU-related institutions and practices assume a low degree of authority and visibility in relation to their national counterparts, legitimacy can remain vested predominantly with the latter. The more their authority and visibility increases, however, the more urgent becomes the need for corresponding “legitimacy transfers” to ensure their popular backing in the long term. If an institution’s perceived degree of power and its visibility grow faster than its ability to attract “legitimacy transfers,” popular support for it weakens.
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Processes of legitimization How does such third level legitimacy emerge, and how can institutions help generate it? At a very a high level of abstraction, many sociologists depict the process whereby an individual comes to see as legitimate a given norm, practice or institution as, in the first instance, one of socialization into and internalization of this norm, practice or institution. Following Durkheim’s famous postulate, to internalize means to incorporate the social world into the self, leading towards a “symmetry between objective and subjective reality” (Berger & Luckmann 1991: 183) and a “correspondence between the objective classes and the internalized classes, social structures and mental structures” (Bourdieu 1995: 164). The closer this fit between external and internal reality becomes, the more natural and self-evident the social world appears to its inhabitants, and the more do they take its existence and functioning for granted. The “what is” becomes at once the “what can be” and the “what ought to be,” closing the “gap” between them that could lead the individual to question the social and political arrangements in question. Still at a very abstract level, this process of internalization-cum-naturalization-cumlegitimization transpires through two overlapping mechanisms. First, through the effects of familiarization and adaptation, individuals’ mere existence in an environment of norms, practices, and institutions contributes to them internalizing these (see Percheron 1985). But, second, the legitimization of a given social and political order can always be traced in part to efforts by dominant agents within that order to complement and reinforce the effect of familiarization with that of inculcation. And such efforts become particularly important where, as for instance during integration in the EU, the practices, norms, and institutions that are to be internalized and legitimized are themselves undergoing a rapid transformation as this is bound to reduce the relative efficacy of the familiarization effect. The precise cognitive and emotional—as well as social and political—developments that such a legitimization strategy entails go beyond the scope of this chapter. However, as far as the European Union is concerned, some preliminary insights can be gleaned from the historical literature on state- and nation-building and the emergence of national consciousness over the past three centuries—despite the many important differences between historical processes of domestic integration and contemporary European integration (more below). 3 In this literature, the process through which individuals from divergent social, cultural, and economic backgrounds developed shared communal sentiments and loyalties towards overarching state institutions is generally divided into two chronologically overlapping but analytically distinct components. The first component was the creation and designation of symbols (comprising objects, practices, gestures, words, images, and music) that were “tied” to the emerging institutional and communal structures in question and facilitated their internalization, above all by making these structures less abstract at the level of everyday experience



3. This literature has grown significantly in past years, generally subsumed under the heading of “nationalism research.” Canonical works in the English language include Hobsbawm (1994); Anderson (1991); Smith (1991); and Gelllner (1983). For more specific case studies see also the excellent contributions in Gillis (1994). Also see Brubaker & Cooper (2000); and Billig (1995) for important critiques.
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and thus easier cognitively apprehend (see Berger & Luckmann 1991; Cohen 1989; Kertzer 1988: 11; Firth 1973; Geertz 1993, esp. chapter 15; Percheron 1985). The second step was the transmission of those symbols, and thus of the institutional and communal structures to which they were linked. Much of the (especially more recent) literature on state- and nation-building suggests that the transmission of national symbols was not restricted to seemingly “obvious” outlets such as schools, conscript armies, the mass media, and museums. Instead, this literature describes how national symbols became woven into many aspects of people’s everyday life, for instance into families and work places. Even so, in every recorded case, such legitimization efforts featured a heavy reliance on state-run socialization agencies, of which the education system was perhaps the most important. Indeed, by many accounts the rise of nationalism as a mass phenomenon was inexorably linked to the formation of universal schooling. As H. J. Graff, commenting on the role of popular education, observed: The ‘greatest function’ of the modern school was to teach a ‘new patriotism’ [...]. The school was first a socializing agent. The message was communicated most effectively together with reading and writing. The school’s task included not only national and patriotic sentiments but establishing unity in a nation long divided by region, culture, language, and persisting social divisions of class and wealth. Learning to read and write involved the constant repetition of the civic national catechism, in which the child was imbued with all the duties expected of him: from defending the state, to paying taxes, working, and obeying laws. (Quoted in Guibernau 1996: 69; see also Green 1990) How is all this relevant to contemporary European integration? To be sure, the analogy between historical cases of state- and nation-building and contemporary European integration can only go so far. For example, it should not be taken to imply that the EU will inevitably become a nation-state-type entity. Nor does it imply that the specific kinds of symbols and transmission mechanisms that could be used successfully in the early twentyfirst century EU would necessarily have much in common with those once used inside states. By contrast, what an analogy between state legitimization and potential EU legitimization does presuppose is hat in some aspects the two phenomena are sufficiently similar to make a comparison between them meaningful. In principle, this claim is plausible. For example, as argued, at both the state and the European levels there is a need to foster popular consent for emerging political institutions and practices. In both cases, moreover, three potential sources of popular support are on offer. These range public perceptions that overarching institutions meet existing preferences to, at the other end of the spectrum, the emergence of new overarching communal and institutional identifications. Finally, in both cases, the underlying mechanisms of political legitimization would be similar, including the role of symbols and the means of their transmission. That said, the specific types of symbols and transmission mechanisms liable to be used successfully in the early twenty-first century EU might well be very different from those used inside states in centuries past, as I further argue below.
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Against this backdrop, the second part of the chapter now examines what the EU has actually done and tried to do in order to legitimize itself to national publics. Further, it seeks to evaluate those policies in light of the theoretical framework just outlined. Popular attitudes, legitimacy, and political symbolism in the European Union The development of popular attitudes towards the EU During its first three decades, the EU generally had to worry little about popular support. With the partial exception of Denmark and the UK, public support for European integration was generally solid in all the member states and extended across the political mainstream. To the extent that the EU did attract significant opposition, it mostly came from national elites rather than mass publics, as for example during the famous de Gaulle-induced crisis in the 1960s. Some observers at the time concluded that the Union had come to enjoy a widespread “permissive consensus”—a condition marked by relatively low levels of awareness and factual knowledge of the EU, yet high levels of passive support or at least toleration (e.g. Lindberg & Scheingold 1970). Typically, they traced this to two factors. The first factor was economic. Echoing the concept of “utilitarian support” discussed earlier, most attitude surveys at the time found that European publics believed integration to be economically beneficial and therefore worthy of their support. Not surprisingly in this light, support for integration was (and until today has remained) strongest among the urban, well-educated, and geographically mobile middle classes—those, in other words, that stand to draw the greatest material benefit from it (Hewstone 1986; Shepherd 1975; Lindberg & Scheingold 1970). The second factor often seen to have sustained popular acceptance of European integration was that during those early stages integration was limited. Supranational institutions— the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the European Court of Justice— assumed little visibility in relation to their national counterparts. In attitude surveys, Europeans typically professed little awareness and factual knowledge of those institutions. Most of the EU’s activities were carried out by technocratic elites and restricted to the “boring” task of implementing common market regulations and resolving the vast number of technical and regulatory issues this generated. By contrast, almost all “exciting” and more emotionally charged areas of political life—ranging from foreign policy to defence, justice, immigration, and home affairs—remained firmly in the hands of the member states. A good way to capture this is through the concept of the “power-legitimacy balance” discussed earlier. Since supranational institutions assumed only a low level of authority and visibility in relation to their national counterparts, they did not need to attract political loyalties and identifications in any “deep” sense. Instead, they could get by on a relatively shallow “permissive consensus,” marked by a kind of passive, benevolent toleration. It was only in the early 1990s that this pattern of integration predicated on a latent “permissive consensus” among national publics started to falter. This occurred against the backdrop of an acceleration and qualitative transformation of the European integration process that moved the EU beyond the stage of a purely economic entity into more socially and
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politically charged areas hitherto reserved for national governments. The key event in this transformation was the Maastricht Treaty. Signed in 1991 after a long and acrimonious negotiation process, the Maastricht Treaty gave the Union powers in areas such as foreign policy, defence, justice, and immigration, as well as cultural policy and education (Treaty on European Union 1991). In many of those fields, the Union received only very limited powers, often amounting to little more than to a commitment by the member states to greater intergovernmental consultation and cooperation within a notional EU context. Nonetheless, the formal expansion of EU powers was important in that the Union moved unambiguously beyond the status of a purely economic entity for the first time—so much so that for some supporters and opponents alike, Maastricht had laid the foundation for an eventual European federal state. Parallel to this, the Maastricht Treaty set out a timetable for the introduction of the single European currency—a project that had been delayed several times in the past. Strictly speaking, the single currency was of course an economic project and thus fell within the Union’s traditional economic remit. But more so than any other economic measure, it had the effect of making the Union still more visible and intrusive for national economic policies but also for ordinary citizens. To an unprecedented degree, the Maastricht Treaty stimulated perceptions that the Union “mattered” in many policy areas and aspects of its citizens’ daily lives. What caused this acceleration of the European integration process in the early 1990s remains disputed, with German unification and the end of the Cold War generally being seen as major factors. More important for the present discussion is the impact of that qualitative transformation on public attitudes towards European integration. The most immediate effect was an unparalleled rise in public awareness of and concern with the EU. Indeed, it was in the context of the Maastricht debate that EU politics moved to the forefront of public consciousness and became the subject of intense public controversies, in many member states for the first time (see Eurobarometer 1990 et seq.; also Theiler 1999 for a summary and evaluation of data). However, all this did not benefit the Union’s public standing but, on the contrary, was accompanied by a dramatic slump in public support. In many member states, public approval of the EU fell well below the fifty percent mark for the first time (Eurobarometer 1990 et seq.). Aware of such resentments, many national governments refused to put the Maastricht Treaty to a popular referendum and those that did so anyway often came to regret it. In France, voters approved the treaty by a margin of less than one percent against the backdrop of a looming political crisis in case of rejection. In Denmark, voters rejected it outright, forcing their government to renegotiate parts of the Maastricht Treaty before finally having it approved in a second referendum. In the UK, which did not hold a referendum, the then-ruling Conservative Party was deeply divided on the treaty and popular opposition to it was strong. The debate on the Maastricht Treaty differed from one member state to the next, but two themes dominated across the Union. The first theme was the Union’s alleged “democratic deficit” and the supposed lack of accountability and transparency of EU decision-making processes. This was not a new criticism, but it became more salient in light of the new powers that Maastricht gave to the Union. The second theme was broadly cultural and identity-
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related. Often arguing that the Union had become too socially and culturally intrusive already, many critics predicted that the Maastricht Treaty would push the integration process to a level where it would erode the distinctiveness of national cultures and weaken national identities (Wæver 1996; Wæver et al. 1993). Indeed, in several member states, those who opposed the Maastricht Treaty listed fears of a loss of national identity as one of their most important reasons for rejection (see Eurobarometer 1990 et seq.; Theiler 1999). Much of the remainder of the 1990s was dominated by preparations for the Union’s enlargement into Central and Eastern Europe, but that same decade also saw a range of further revisions of and amendments to its founding treaties. These ranged from the Nice and Amsterdam treaties in the 1990s to the failed European Constitution Treaty midway through the following decade and the proposed “Reform Treaty” that was drafted in its wake. The Nice and Amsterdam treaties both were eventually ratified, after lukewarm public debates that reflected their relatively technical nature and the lack of significant additional competetences they gave to the Union. 4 The proposed European Constitution, by contrast, experienced a harsher fate. Officially, the treaty was designated a constitutional “housekeeping” exercise, consolidating all existing EU treaties into a single (and supposedly easier-tounderstand) document. It did not give the EU new formal powers, but nonetheless would have made it appear “grander” and more “state-like” in several respects. This was reflected in its very title of “Constitution,” as well as by provisions such as those for a “European foreign minister.” Although the Union had sought to ensure a measure of popular participation in drawing up the Constitution (for instance by involving various “citizen’s forums” and consultative committees) it ultimately stumbled over a groundswell of popular opposition in some member states. After acrimonious referendum campaigns, voters in France and the Netherlands rejected it, and the same fate looked almost certain in the UK. Before this could happen, the member-state governments decided to abandon the Constitution project and instead agreed on a more modest “Reform Treaty” in its place whose ratification is currently pending. As with the Maastricht Treaty, opposition to the European Constitution project fed on different issues in different member states. “National identity” arguments figured prominently once more, but so did criticisms that the Union was economically too “neoliberal” (especially in France), not sufficiently amenable to small- and medium-sized countries (especially in the Netherlands), and too politically meddlesome and intrusive (especially in the UK and in some other member states). Whatever the precise nature of these various criticisms, they were amplified by the Union’s increased visibility and importance. The overall lesson of the Constitution debacle, then, was similar to that offered by the Maastricht crisis a decade earlier: the EU’s attempts to attract public support by making itself more prominent and “graspable” to national publics had again backfired. The acceleration and politicization of integration in the early 1990s, coupled with a much higher degree of visibility for the Union, appears to have shattered the “permissive consensus” from which it had benefited during its initial decades. 4. The Nice Treaty was initially rejected by voters in the Republic of Ireland whose constitution required a referendum. In a second vote, Irish voters passed it.
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EU political symbolism How has the Union sought to prevent and counteract this decline in popular support? Even before the Maastricht ratification crisis, a barrage of studies, working documents, and strategy papers drafted by the Commission, the European Parliament, and various external consultants expressed fears regarding the Union’s future public standing. They typically focused on two factors. The first was the supposed lack of public awareness of the EU’s economic benefits, compounded by a tendency of many national governments to take full credit for positive economic developments while “scapegoating” the Union for unpopular measures and economic setbacks. To use the earlier vocabulary, many of these reports feared a decline in “utilitarian support” for the Union. But in addition, they also bemoaned the absence of third level legitimacy: a failure by European citizens to develop what was variously described as a “European identity,” a “European consciousness,” and a “European sense of belonging” (e.g. Commission 1992, 1993). In order to reduce this alleged “European identity deficit” and make further integration more palatable to national publics, both the Commission and the European Parliament further proposed a barrage of measures in areas such as culture, the audiovisual sector, education, and, more broadly, the invention and dissemination of European symbols. This included proposals for a European lottery, “European rooms” in national museums, student and youth exchanges, a European television channel, the “correction” of history textbooks, a “European dimension” in national school curricula, support for European cultural festivals and literary translations, and many similar measures (Shore 1993, 1996, 2000; Theiler 2004, 2005; Ryba 1992; Field 1998; Collins 1994). Yet even though such measures were proposed with an ever-growing sense of urgency throughout the late 1980s and 1990s, they ultimately came to little. Apart from proposals for some EU symbols such as “Europe Day,” and a European flag and anthem, most were either vetoed by shifting alliances of national governments, even if approved not implemented, or even if implemented generally deemed a failure. This was the case, for example, with Commission and EP-driven attempts to promote a pan-European television channel, intended to confront its audience with “non-national” and thus supposedly European and “Europeanizing” programmes. While such a channel was eventually established in 1985, it faltered over a widespread audience aversion to its attempted “non-national” programming format and the refusal by many national governments to secure the Union-wide distribution of its signals. Similarly, a changing coalition of national governments vetoed most proposals by the Commission and the EP to help Europeanize the audiovisual productions sector by subsidizing multinational co-productions, despite the Commission’s increasingly vociferous warnings that boosting European audiovisual output was essential not only to foster a “European consciousness” but also to protect Europeans and “European culture” from an inflow of US films and television programmes. What audiovisual measures the Union did adopt in the end consisted mainly of attempts to boost the production of domestic output and its circulation throughout the Union. In the event, these measures did little to overcome the cultural and linguistic obstacles that tie many producers to their national markets.
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The same picture prevailed in education policy. As far back as the 1970s, concerns for the Union’s future popular standing led the Commission and the European Parliament to lobby for the introduction of a “European dimension” in national school curricula. This would encompass the teaching of “European civics,” the celebration of Europe Day in schools, the “correction” of history textbooks, the display of Union paraphernalia in classrooms, and similar measures. Yet these proposals quickly became entangled in various disputes about legal competences and faced strong opposition from some member state governments. Throughout the 1980s, the Union did manage to initiate a range of tangible educational measures on the coattails of the Single Market programme, yet these were mostly limited to educational exchanges and language learning programmes—measures that could be justified on economic grounds and did not threaten the member states’ monopoly in determining educational structure and content. Content analyses suggest that until today a “European dimension” in national school curricula has remained largely elusive (see Theiler 2005 for an overview). As suggested, one main obstacle that these various initiatives in cultural, audiovisual, and educational policy faced throughout was opposition from national governments. Fearing an erosion of their own cultural and educational powers, the member states blocked many EU proposals from the outset. However, even those measures that were implemented—such as a programme to develop shared European history and geography curricula for secondary schools—fared badly. First, they were received poorly by many national opinion leaders— journalists, academics, politicians, columnists, and so forth. Their critics were quick to portray such measures as a waste of taxpayers’ money, or even as a manipulative and sinister attempt by the European Union to brainwash national publics in the name of “Euro nationbuilding.” Some of this criticism came from the usual suspects, such as the conservative press and Conservative Party politicians in the UK. However, some of it also came from those who were relatively well-disposed towards the EU in other respects (de Sélys 1996; Theiler 2005). Similar skepticism towards a Union involvement in culture, education, and related areas is reflected in popular opinion polls. Support for such an involvement was consistently much lower than for EU policies in many other areas, even including such traditionally contentious fields as foreign policy, monetary policy, and defence (Eurobarometer 1990 et seq.). Seen from this angle, the Maastricht experience confronted the Union with a profound dilemma: On the one hand, the marked rise in public hostility towards the Union from the early 1990s seemed to lend a renewed sense of urgency to pleas by Union officials for measures to promote the Union’s popular standing. On the other hand, however, the fact that this very hostility often thrived on fears that the Union was braced to become more intrusive and erode national identities made an aggressive cultural offensive by the EU even less feasible than before. In the end, the Union’s attempts to devise effective symbolic legitimization strategies had little overall effect. Rather than halting the slide in popular support outlined in the previous section, they may well have further contributed to it. Conclusion Two broad questions emerge from this account. First, what are the Union’s future prospects 11



of pursuing more effective legitimization strategies in areas such as cultural policy and education? Second, in what kinds of circumstances would such policies become more – and less – necessary? On the first question, the key factors that have so far prevented the Union from implementing potentially effective legitimization strategies are likely to remain for the foreseeable future. Opinion surveys such as Eurobarometer still suggests strong opposition to involving the Union in areas such as culture, education, and the audiovisual sector. For their part, many national governments, too, have remained staunchly opposed. Even if enlargement should eventually lead to a deepening of the Union’s powers in some areas, cultural, audiovisual and educational policy will probably not be among them. Still in the early stages of consolidating their own democratic institutions and polities, the new members from Central and Eastern Europe have so far seemed no less keen on defending their prerogatives in those areas than many of their West European counterparts (see Auer 2004). However, even if the Union did manage to initiate symbolically charged policies in culture, audiovisual policy, and education at some point, their actual effectiveness would still be far from certain. For unlike historical cases of state and nation-building, the EU must legitimize itself in the eyes of populations that inhabit industrialized democracies, boast high average levels of education and advertising literacy, are politically enfranchised and, for the most part, remain firmly socialized into their existing national symbolic contexts. These continue to be reproduced through largely stable and well-functioning mechanisms inside the member states, involving not least national policies in culture and education. To further complicate matters, apart perhaps from the vaguest notions of “Western heritage” and the like, Europeans share few meanings and reference points on which EU political symbolism could draw. The widely perceived artificiality of the “non-national” programming formats attempted by EU-sponsored pan-European television stations epitomized this, as did the legendary inability of historians from different member states to agree on a shared version of “European history” when trying draft a Europe-wide history textbook for secondary schools. To be sure, cultural denominators are socially constructed and as such they are malleable. Historical state- and nation-building cases point to many examples of how political elites moulded cultural patterns among their subjects and used this as a basis to increase receptiveness for their political symbolism campaigns. This ranged from a cautious “cognitive compatibilization” in Switzerland to full-blown cultural and linguistic homogenization in many other states. But here, too, the domestic analogy may be of little relevance for the Union, as its margin of maneuver is much narrower. Not least, the early twenty-first century liberal and culturally pluralist ethos within which the Union operates and which underpins its largely “civic” self-understandings is incompatible with overt attempts to “denationalize” cultural patterns and, as shown, such attempts have remained unacceptable to national governments and mass publics alike. The strong resistance to plans by the Commission and the EP to influence cultural content (e.g. through their various ill-fated audiovisual coproduction and “European content” in school curricula proposals) illustrates this well. For all these reasons, the social, political, cultural, and psychological obstacles in the way of effective EU-driven political symbolism are substantial. For the time being they may well remain insurmountable, even in the unlikely event that the member states decided to
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give the Union greater cultural and educational powers at last. This in turn leads to the second broad question that grows out of the account in this chapter, which pertains to possible political consequences. More precisely, could the Union sustain a sufficient level of public support even without being able to resort, or at least resort effectively, to strategies of a kind that once generated a strong sense of overarching community, “entitativity,” and thus third level legitimacy inside its member states? Taking the earlier discussion as a guide, the prospects for this are far from certain. After all, from Rousseau to Habermas, almost all political theory on offer sees the development of shared political loyalties as contingent on an overarching sense of community—or, more cautiously, sees communal sentiments as giving rise to a shared discursive realm within which such political loyalties and thus third level legitimacy may develop over time. This seems to be borne out empirically: even the most decentralized pluralistic domestic systems have acquired a measure of overarching system-wide legitimacy, though it is typically weaker than in their more centralized and culturally homogenized counterparts (see Theiler 2005). Whether the European Union could remain an exception to this depends on several factors. Most obviously, it would require that national mass publics continue to believe that integration yields economic (and/or other tangible) benefits while not gravely threatening their respective national identifications. If first and second level legitimacy remains strong, moving to the third level becomes correspondingly less urgent. Furthermore, taking the earlier concept of the authority-legitimacy balance as a guide, much would seem to hinge on the Union’s broader political development. In particular, in the absence of strong third level legitimization processes, the Union would do well to emulate central institutions in culturally plural and political decentralized states and minimize its perceived impact on its citizens: by acting as discreetly and as inconspicuously as possible, by curbing its intrusiveness and visibility in relation to national and sub-national levels of government, and by generally under rather than overstating its significance and clout. In part, this would be a matter of the EU adjusting its appearance. But most importantly, it would require a curb on the formal and de facto transfer of power from national and subnational levels of government to European-level institutions. While by itself more power means more visibility and intrusiveness, it would also add pressure for a corresponding expansion of the pan-European democratic process—through Europe-wide referendums, directly elected Commission presidents, or similar measures. But this would carry significant risks in its own right. For one thing, more democracy means still more visibility and intrusiveness. For another, once one rejects the implausible assumption that communal sentiments and a shared public sphere arise as a mere “reflex” to the existence of democratic institutions and practices (see below) the expansion of the latter in the absence of the former could turn transnational democracy into a force for division rather than cohesion (Cederman 2001). Two final observations: both qualify—though not obliterate—the central argument outlined so far. Moreover, from the Union’s perspective they give cause for greater optimism regarding its chances of retaining popular support in the long-term. First, one central assumption underpinning my argument has been that political prac-
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tices and institutions are not self-legitimizing. Democracy does not become legitimate simply by holding elections, and political institutions and hierarchies do not acquire legitimacy by just “being there.” Even so, “purpose built” symbolic policies in areas such as culture and education are not the only activities with a symbolic impact. Other policies in other policy areas—indeed, ultimately all policies in all conceivable policy areas—can serve as vehicles for political symbolism, regardless of whether this stems from actual symbolic intent. In light of this, some political anthropologists attribute to political power a kind of selflegitimizing quality. Power requires legitimacy, but the very process of exercising (and obeying) it has an inevitable “dramatic”—or “theatrical”—dimension, and thereby helps generate symbolic representations which help foster its internalization and the development of corresponding political identities (Balandier 1980). In an EU context, the rituals and media attention surrounding the regular European summits (which in part is consciously orchestrated, but which also reflects the fact that these summits are occasions where powerful leaders meet to take important decisions) is a potential example of such “auto-symbolism.” Other aspects of European integration might conceivably be subjected to a similar logic. For instance, the fact that all Europeans simultaneously vote for the European Parliament every five years helps to enshrine the notion of “pan-European democracy” in the minds of at least some of those who do, observe, and talk about the voting. Similarly a (however weakly developed) European corporate “entity process” is both reflected in and strengthened by the fact that even the most fanatical “Eurosceptics” typically frame their criticisms in terms of “Europe” doing this or that. Ultimately, all this bears out the broader postulate that social practice and social “substance” are mutually reinforcing. Doing something and thinking and talking about it affirms and solidifies its existence, thus further reinforcing the social practices linked to it, and so on. This, of course, is precisely the “performative” function of discourse and the constitutive and “structuring” effect of social practice and agency that inspires, in various forms, most constructivist approaches to the social world. But what does all this mean for political legitimacy in the EU? On the one hand, it may enhance it in so far as it allows EU-related institutions and practices to be symbolically signified, transmitted, and internalized even without “purpose-made,” “top-down” symbolic policies. But on the other hand, it may also aggravate the problem. For as suggested, by becoming more visible and more “talked about,” political institutions augment their need for legitimacy in the first place. This points to one of the most intriguing paradoxes raised by all political legitimization strategies: to be effective in legitimizing political practices and institutions, they must make them more visible; but this increases the need for their legitimization still further. Linked to this is the second observation. Some of the most interesting work on European integration in recent years examines how the EU acts back upon its member states and continuously induces their re-definition and “re-imagination.” At the heart of many of these accounts is a type of “identity incorporation” model that is at variance with more traditional “multi-level” identity renderings. As national self-definitions adjust to the European integration process, “Europe” is gradually incorporated into the national identity equation proper: “French and European” becomes “French as European” and to some extent the two merge into one (see Hayward 2002). This is a subtle difference with traditional “co-centric circles
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of identification” accounts, but one with important implications. For in this scenario, the “meaning of Europe” is nationally determined and therefore continues to differ from one national context to the next. By implication, fostering a sense of belonging to “Europe” and support for the EU becomes an intrinsic part of national identity maintenance and an objective of national political symbolisms. By moulding representations of “Europe” to fit in with those of the member states they at once fit the member states into the EU. Such a scenario is compatible with the “auto-symbolism” dynamic just discussed, and the two could conceivably unfold in parallel. On the one hand, its very existence and functioning gives the EU a symbolic effect on its citizens, becoming more “real” to them as it develops and reaches into their everyday lives. But, on the other hand, perceptions of Europe are mediated by the different national contexts in which these citizens live, generating different nationally defined “Europes” and ways of “being European.” The member states remain the most important symbolic and deliberative forums, and national, not supranational, elites remain the central symbolic actors. This “incorporation” model is not easy to pin down conceptually. Using the earlier typology, it is “second level” in that the meaning of “Europe” and of “being European” is nationally defined and varies from one society to the next. But it is also third level in that it still entails notions of “Europe” as a real existing entity and community with aims, needs, and attached meanings. Yet in this rendering there are various nationally defined European “entity processes” rather than a single all-subsuming one. By extension, there are still multiple “circles” of identification, but the boundary between them is fluid and the symbolic content and meaning of the outermost—European—layer fluctuates from one member state to the next. In many ways this is not a new argument: “Europe” has always meant different things in different member states and the EU has helped shape national re-definition processes ever since its founding (Marcussen, Risse, Engelmann-Martin, Knopf & Roscher 1999). Moreover, the example of some culturally fragmented domestic systems alluded to earlier is again more relevant here: the Swiss state probably survived in part precisely because it allows its member societies to define their “Swissness” in different ways, shaped by their different cultural and historical contexts. Important dangers lurk in all this, of course. If for its member populations “Europe” becomes merely a projection of their national values onto a larger plane, the resulting discrepancies between the different national “Europes” could provoke friction (Risse 2004). Perhaps this serves as yet another sign of caution that “talking about Europe” across national boundaries might not inevitably generate shared political loyalties and communal sentiments in the process. Rather, for the different member societies it may bring into sharper relief the contrasts between their respective “Europes,” thereby weakening their perception of integration as a shared overarching project. Against this backdrop, the Union and the member states face three main challenges. First, they must limit the Union’s authority, visibility, and intrusiveness to a level where it can be incorporated into national symbolic processes without overpowering them. The second challenge is to subject European integration to more intense democratic and deliberative processes primarily inside the member states. This could help generate—inevitably na-
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tional—answers to some of the central questions of “purpose” and “meaning” that have overshadowed the European project since its inception yet that have remained underproblematized in many national discourses on Europe, only to resurface and haunt the European project in recent years. Finally, the different nationally defined “Europes” emerging from this must be reconciled into a more or less coherent overarching political framework. This “Europe” will then of course feed back into the different national identity equations and the various “Europes” they contain. In this rendering, then, “being national” and “being European” are in permanent negotiation, and tensions between them could lurk all around. But ultimately they may also come to sustain each other, constituting a peculiar form of postnational identity mix. Such a scenario is more messy and complex than the various “Russian dolls” and “concentric circles of allegiance” models that seek to construct “Europe” as an outermost identity layer featuring invariant symbolic content and meaning for all its citizens. Yet as I have tried to show, projects of the latter type have remained politically unacceptable to national elites and culturally indigestible to broader publics, and this is unlikely to change soon. In the meantime, a gradual incorporation of—nationally produced and therefore idiosyncratic and mutually divergent—“European content” into the domestic political symbolisms of the member states, coupled with sustained efforts to curb the visibility and political intrusiveness of overarching institutions, might well be the Union’s best hope of generating popular support.
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