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1. Introduction 

1.1 Purpose and Target Audience 

European identity is a subject crucial for teachers and students alike because it can build a 

foundation for mutual respect, unity and shared values. This handbook offers a brief 

introduction to the topic of European identity and cultural diplomacy. It does not aim to cover 

the topic excessively, but is rather offered as a training resource for teachers, educators in 

general, community and civic society leaders and policy makers. It particularly aims to support 

teachers by offering an introduction to questions around European identity, so that they can 

later support their own pupils by designing teaching and learning activities that explore 

notions of European identity, contestations, the fluidity of identity in general and the 

structures and institutional frameworks that support the formation of European identity.   

Discussions about European identity can be carried out by expanding on standard curricula 

and lessons in the schools, as well as activities that connect civic education, history, art, social 

sciences and political geography classes. Geography can be a great topic of understanding 

human mobility or how the environment can affect identities and human relations. For 

example, an activity about the Danube river that flows through many European countries 

(Germany, Austria, Hungary etc.) can make students understand the ways in which the 

environment can define and foster characteristics of an identity and culture as well as 

transnational cooperation. Similarly, in a lesson about Music or the Arts, different music 

genres or artistic styles can be presented to help students understand the dimensions of the 

cultural diversity of the European identity.  

As a theme, European identity can be referred to horizontally, across different subjects and 

grades that offer to citizens various opportunities for mutual understanding, cross-cultural 

dialogue and interdisciplinary cooperation. Therefore, the purpose of this handbook is to 

provide suggestions for materials and associated educational activities that can be used when 
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teachers identify an opportunity to link angles of their existing syllabus to topics connected to 

aspects of and about the concept of European identity. It is also suggested that some lessons 

in different grades focus on this important topic as for all students, independently of their 

grade or prior knowledge to have the opportunity to reflect on what is to be European or what 

European identity is.  

Furthermore, this Handbook aims to support teachers and pupils in becoming more engaged 

in deliberations about the context of EU enlargement and link identity with cultural diplomacy 

and policy making. As the EU enlargement is not solely a political and economic process but a 

cultural and identity-related one it is important for learners to engage with ideas like 

multiculturalism, cross-cultural relationship and national and transnational identities. While 

the EU accepts new Member States, the notion of Europe and Europeanness changes to 

include new cultural and socio-political characteristics.  

 

1.2 Relevance to EU and Global Context 

The idea of a common European cultural belonging predates the formation of the EU and 

consequently the Europeans institutions. Long before the EU, common cultural, philosophical, 

and religious heritages ranging from the Greco-Roman antiquity to Christianity and the 

Enlightenment culminated a sense of mutual understanding and shared values that paved the 

way for the European self-identification and eventually to the EU and its formal institutions. 

Although European identity as a concept predates the EU as a polity and its institutions, it is 

through the European institutions that European identity was promoted and redefined and 

thus it plays a crucial role in the European integration process as it serves as a cultural platform 

for the sustainability of the EU. For a viable and sustainable EU, it is essential for people to 

develop a sense of common belonging and citizenry. European institutions have played and 

are expected to play a crucial role in fostering and supporting active civic participation. The 
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consistent participation of citizens in institutions and governance structures may help them 

to understand European identity not as something abstract but as lived experience. The active 

participation can promote and support the sense of common belonging and thus make 

European identity a part of citizens’ self-identification. Social cohesion and cultural dialogue 

can reinforce a sense of coexistence and cooperation and foster a future of harmony and 

sociopolitical stability.  

In a world constantly in change and in a period full of geopolitical challenges like the conflict 

between Russia and Ukraine or between Israel and Iran, certain migration flows, economic 

uncertainty especially energy security concerns, to support and develop a common European 

identity is fundamental. European nations and especially the member-states of the EU will be 

better prepared to  address worldwide issues and difficult challenges in a geopolitical reality 

full of new disputes, regional clashes and economic uncertainty. Forming and embracing a 

common European identity through lived experiences and collective initiatives can lead 

European citizens to a more active participation and to the search for collective solutions. 

Developing a strong European identity, therefore, is not an abstract or symbolic gesture it is a 

strategic necessity. It enhances the EU’s capacity to respond collectively to crises, strengthens 

its position in global diplomacy, and fosters solidarity among its people. In this way, identity 

becomes both a source of internal cohesion and an asset in navigating a complex and 

competitive global arena. 

 

1.3 Handbook Structure Overview 

This Handbook is offered as a training resource and, therefore, starts by setting out the 

learning objectives for the readers. The learning objectives can be understood in this context 

as both in terms of teaching and learning the handbook content itself and as a way of further 
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‘food for thought’ and recommendations for supporting teachers to design their own teaching 

and learning activities.  

The handbook consists of two key parts. The first one presents the topic which is European 

identity and its interconnection with civic participation and intercultural dialogue, whilst the 

second one includes teaching and learning strategies to suggest ways in which the content of 

the first part can be approached in the classroom. The first part presents the syllabus starting 

with tracing the emergence of European identity, examining its foundations and its 

contemporary expressions. It then emphasises on the need for deeper civic engagement and 

active citizenship to support a vibrant and enduring European vision.  

The next section of the Handbook delves into the concept of cultural diplomacy in connection 

with identity, presenting a nuanced framework through which identity can be understood not 

only as a strategic instrument in diplomatic engagement but also as something shaped and 

redefined through cultural exchange and international interaction. This perspective highlights 

the dynamic interplay between the ways in which identity is projected and how then it evolves 

within the context of diplomatic practices. 

Following the discussion about European identity and the ways in which this is linked to 

engagement and cultural diplomacy, the Handbook focuses on suggestions for teaching and 

learning practices. Ideas for assessments are also presented.  

At the end of the Handbook, readers will find a summary of the key ideas and concepts, along 

with self-assessment questions to help them reflect on what they have learned and check their 

understanding. Additionally, an annex provides essential terminology, a list of abbreviations, 

and suggestions for further reading to support deeper engagement with the material.  
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2. Objectives and Learning Outcomes 

2.1 Learning Objectives 

By the completion of this Handbook, the readers should be able to: 

● identify some key pillars for the roots of European identity 

● distinguish the terms European enlargement and integration 

● pose potential challenges for European identity 

● understand the key role that education can play to foster European identity 

● understand ways in which cultural diplomacy is linked and shapes European identity 

● explain ways in which European enlargement may affect the new and current member-

states 

● explain what it means to be ‘united in diversity’ as part of European identity 

● analyse main dimensions of European identity 

● analyse ways in which policy making takes place in the EU and ways that someone can 

be involved in this process 

● distinguish between the elements of the European and the national contexts 

● assess the significance of fostering a European identity in today’s context as it can 

support the building of a layered sense of belonging that enables cooperation, peace, 

and democratic vitality in an interconnected world. 

 

2.2 Core Competences 

Teachers who engage the material of this Handbook would be equipped with strategies to 

design lessons and support students’ learning in relation to what it means to be European.  

More specifically, by the end of this Handbook, teachers would be able to: 

● be involved in dialogue about topics of European identity 
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● present these ideas to students in simple ways 

● engage students in teaching and learning activities to learn and reflect on issues of 

European identity  
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3. European Identity  

3.1 Birth and evolution of the European identity 

Identity refers to the way in which individuals and groups understand and define themselves 

in relation to others. It is a multifaceted and dynamic construct that encompasses elements 

such as culture, language, history, and values, and it is shaped through social interaction and 

collective memory. Rather than being innate or fixed, identity is continuously constructed and 

reconstructed over time, influenced by both internal self-perceptions and external social, 

political, and cultural forces (Jenkins, 2014). 

European identity is described as a sense of collective belonging, shared values, cultural 

heritage, and political aspirations and structures among the peoples and nations that 

constitute Europe. European identity as a holistic ideological notion transcends national and 

local identities while coexisting and interacting with them. Under the European cultural 

umbrella  European citizens develop a sense of a common socio-political framework that 

contains historical coexistence, common values, and mutual future goals (Delanty & Rumford, 

2005). 

At its core, European identity is not a static or fixed concept. European identity is a dynamic 

and evolving construct that takes shape over time, influenced by changing historical contexts 

and collective experiences. Identity is formed through ongoing negotiation, interpretation, 

and adaptation between values, lived experience and institutional practices, as it is never fully 

set or universally defined. 

In the case of Europe, identity has been continually reshaped by major historical events, 

philosophical movements, political integration processes and cultural exchanges among the 

diverse peoples inhabiting the continent. From empires and wars to Enlightenment ideals and 
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EU policies, various actors like states, institutions, intellectuals, and common citizens have all 

contributed to its transformation. 

To understand better the idea of a European identity, it is important to have a clear 

understanding of terms like Europe, European, Europeanness. Therefore, it is important to 

define ways in which the idea of a distinct European area emerged, along with its defining 

characteristics, and ways in which this idea ultimately paved the way for the European Union 

(EU) as a political and institutional experiment (Stråth, 2002).  

It is almost impossible to explore the construction of the meaning of Europe, without referring 

to ancient civilisations, and in particular the role that Greek mythology, philosophy, the Arts 

and Science played. Since 5th century BC Ancient Greece developed socio-political concepts, 

such as democracy, civic participation, active citizenship, philosophy, that still affect European 

civilisation and political thinking overall. Ancient Rome since its republican until imperial era 

institutionalised and extended notions, such as the rule of law and the idea of a collective 

citizenship and identity almost on the same geographical region, preparing the peoples live in 

the European continent for the development of mutual understanding and coexistence under 

a unified and robust polity (Pagden, 2002) After the fall of the Western Roman Empire in 5th 

century CE, Europe entered a period of deep social, political, and religious transformation. The 

collapse of central authority gave rise to numerous independent medieval kingdoms, each 

seeking its own form of stability and order. In this fragmented landscape, religion, specifically 

Christianity, became the primary source of identity and unity. Most European territories 

gradually aligned themselves under the ideological framework of Christendom and the 

adoption of variations of latin language, guided by the authority of the Catholic Church and 

reinforced by powerful medieval monarchs. 

Thus, these three elements (Ancient Greece, Roman Empire, Christendom) made the 

ideological and intellectual basis of what is considered today as Europe (Delanty & Rumford, 

2005). Throughout the centuries and across different historical periods, the idea of Europe 
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and what it means to be European, has evolved, often independently of strict geographical or 

ethnic definitions. In fact, geographical boundaries and ethnic identity have not always played 

a central role in shaping this concept. Shifting to the 17th and 18th centuries, the 

enlightenment and modern period Europe started to identify as a place of reasoning, progress 

and science while ideas like universal rights were introduced, leading to change and 

adaptation of humanistic values like freedom, democracy and evolution. After the Industrial 

Revolution in Britain in the late 18th century, Europe built an image as the birthplace of 

modernisation, industrial power, and political and geographical expansion. All this 

phenomenal progress and socio-political prosperity was disrupted sharply after the great 

economic crisis of the 20th century named as the Great Depression (1929-1939) and the two 

devastating world wars, the Great War (1914-1918) and the Second World War (1939-

1945)(Judt, 2005). These two catastrophic conflicts, although called World Wars, affected 

mostly Europe as the majority of the military operations took place on European soil, 

something that left European territories and peoples devastated as also changed. Borders 

shifted dramatically, with empires dissolving and new nations emerging. For example, after 

World War I, the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires collapsed, giving rise to countries 

like Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia. After World War II, Germany was divided and Poland’s 

borders moved westward, leading to massive population transfers. In terms of human cost, 

approximately 40 million people died in World War I and World War II combined, with tens of 

millions more wounded or displaced. The wars mobilised tens of millions of soldiers, causing 

unprecedented social and demographic upheaval, triggering massive migrations and 

reshaping Europe’s political and cultural landscape(Judt, 2005). 

The horrors of the two wars and their destruction became the impetus for Europe’s political 

and strategic reorientation in search for a system that would ensure lasting peace among 

nations.  Reconstruction, stability and cooperation became priorities. This was the starting 

point of a series of socio-political, economic and ideological transformations and initiatives 
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that led to the edifice of the EU and the contemporary European identity. In 1951 the former 

enemies (Germany, France and Italy among others) signed the formation of the European Coal 

and Steel Community (ECSC). This was an attempt to bind countries through measures and 

agreements for economic cooperation and coordination, and is widely considered a milestone 

in the formation of a unified Europe (Nugent, 2017). Six years later, in 1957, the Treaty of 

Rome was signed by Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands, 

establishing the European Economic Community (EEC). The EEC marked the first significant 

step toward the economic and political integration of Western European countries (Dinan, 

2014). 

Alongside economic integration, efforts were made to create democratic legitimacy at the 

European level. The European Parliament, originally established as the Assembly of the EEC, 

evolved into a key democratic institution. Since 1979, it has been the only supranational body 

directly elected by European citizens, regardless of their country of residence, and today plays 

a central role in law-making, democratic oversight, and representing the will of the people 

across the EU (Raunio, 2014). 

The European Parliament, the European Commission, the Council of the European Union, and 

the European Council form a complex but balanced institutional structure. Together, they 

ensure that decisions are made democratically, combining the voices of citizens via 

parliament, member states via the Council, and the common European interest via the 

Commission (Nugent, 2017). 

The next significant step in the European integration process was taken in 1992 with the 

Maastricht Treaty, which formally established the European Union and introduced the 

concept of European citizenship. This landmark treaty also laid the foundations for a common 

monetary system, ultimately leading to the introduction of the euro. However, the path 

toward deeper integration has not always been straightforward. It has unfolded gradually, 
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often shaped by political compromise, institutional reform, and the need to balance national 

interests with collective goals (Nugent, 2017).  

Nearly four decades after the initial steps toward unity, the most recent major reform came 

with the Treaty of Lisbon in 2009, which sought to streamline EU decision-making and enhance 

its democratic legitimacy. This slow but deliberate evolution underscores that cooperation 

and integration within such a diverse and complex union requires time, trust-building, and 

ongoing negotiation. The Treaty of Lisbon significantly reformed the EU’s institutional 

structure and decision-making processes to enhance its efficiency, democracy, and global role 

(Nugent, 2017). It established a permanent President of the European Council and 

strengthened the High Representative for Foreign Affairs to unify the EU’s external voice. The 

Treaty granted the EU a single legal personality, enabling it to enter international agreements 

as one entity. It also elevated the Charter of Fundamental Rights to have the same legal status 

as the treaties, firmly embedding core values like human dignity, democracy, and the rule of 

law. Additionally, decision-making became more streamlined through the expanded use of 

qualified majority voting and the introduction of the Citizens’ Initiative, empowering citizens 

to propose legislation. All the phases of the construction and definition of Europe were 

important and contributed to the gradual development of a shared European consciousness 

and sense of belonging. However, the process of Europeanisation, the shaping of a European 

identity through political, cultural, and social means has not been linear or uniformly 

progressive. Rather, it has been advanced through a range of initiatives, symbols, and 

institutional practices that aim to cultivate a sense of unity among the diverse peoples of 

Europe (Delanty, 2005). 

One of the earliest and most emblematic tools for fostering European identity was the 

adoption of shared symbols. The European flag, a circle of twelve gold stars on a blue 

background, was officially adopted by the European Communities in 1986, representing unity, 

harmony, and solidarity among European nations. This was followed by the European anthem, 
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the "Ode to Joy" from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, which was formally adopted in 1985. 

Without lyrics, the anthem is intended to transcend language and reflect shared European 

values rather than national distinctions (Shore, 2000). 

 

Figure 1. The Flag of Europe (European Union, 1986). 

Note: The European flag was officially adopted by the European Communities in 1986, symbolizing unity, 

harmony, and solidarity among European nations. 

Similarly, Europe Day on 9 May commemorates the Schuman Declaration of 1950, considered 

the starting point of European integration. Celebrated annually, it serves as a symbolic 

occasion to promote awareness of European unity and foster a collective identity (Sassatelli, 

2009). 

The European Capital of Culture programme, launched in 1985, has played a significant role in 

the cultural dimension of identity-building. Each year, selected cities across Europe showcase 

their cultural heritage, creativity, and European connections through a year-long series of 

events. This initiative promotes cross-cultural understanding and allows citizens to experience 

the diversity and richness of European cultures within a shared European framework. 
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In addition, the European motto “United in Diversity” captures the EU’s aspiration to forge 

cohesion while respecting the continent’s pluralism. These symbols are not merely decorative; 

they serve as cultural infrastructures of memory and imagination, supporting a civic narrative 

of European belonging (Sassatelli, 2009; Cram, 2009).. 

Crucially, the idea of a shared identity was also institutionalised through the legal framework 

of European citizenship, established by the Treaty of Maastricht in 1992. European citizenship 

does not replace national citizenship but adds a complementary layer of rights and 

responsibilities. Citizens of EU member states enjoy the right to move, reside, study, and work 

freely across the Union, as well as the right to vote and stand as candidates in European and 

local elections, regardless of the EU country they reside in (Bellamy, 2008).  

This legal and political construct of citizenship provides a direct link between the individual 

and the supranational level of governance, reinforcing the notion that being European is not 

solely cultural or symbolic but also practical and participatory. It embodies the shift from 

Europe as a geopolitical entity to Europe as a civic space—one where democratic rights, 

inclusion, and participation are increasingly embedded (Delanty, 2005). 

Together, these symbolic, cultural, and legal elements form the scaffolding of a European 

identity that continues to evolve. While contested and uneven, this identity has been 

consciously cultivated to support the vision of an integrated Europe that respects diversity 

while striving for unity and solidarity. 

 

3.2 Key Dimensions of European Identity 

European identity is not a single, uniform concept but it is a complicated idea shaped, through 

centuries, by multiple intersecting dimensions and phases that all together can define and 

describe what it means to “be European.” To be European has political, economic, cultural, 
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social and historical dimensions. A political European identity refers to the adoption of political 

practices and the participation in European political institutions, such as the EU or the 

European parliament. This dimension involves a sense of belonging based on political 

structures and collective decision-making. The economic dimension refers to the economic 

integration through the adoption of a common monetary system and the various trade and 

labor agreements like labor mobility and free trade across the EU. Cultural dimension 

encompasses shared traditions, languages, art, values, and historical experiences that 

contribute to a common European heritage. Despite great diversity among European nations, 

cultural ties help shape a collective sense of belonging. Social aspect means the construction 

and adoption of social practices, lifestyles, and everyday interactions that create common 

social bonds across European societies, including ideas about social welfare, education, and 

community life. Last but not least the historical dimension refers to historical memory and 

shared experiences including conflicts, alliances, cooperation and transformation processes 

throughout all these decades that shaped Europe. Historical dimension deeply influences the 

collective memory and narrative that underpin a collective European identity.  

 

Figure 2. The dimensions that constitute the European identity. 
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Note: This conceptual representation emphasizes that European identity is not defined by a single element but 

emerges from the overlap and interaction of multiple dimensions. The positioning of the circles highlights their 

interdependence, with European Identity situated at the center. 

An important factor of cooperation and building a sense of common belonging is Education. 

The EU has started many initiatives and funded many educational programmes that promote 

students and teachers exchange to bring the educational community together and promote 

cooperation among young people. Erasmus+ as also other educational programs support 

student mobility, increase cross-border friendships, empathy, and awareness of shared 

values. Also, school and university curricula that include European languages, literature, and 

arts combined with educational policies that facilitate students’ mobility and exchange can 

boost the understanding of common cultural roots and cooperation. In 2017 the EU launched 

the initiative of the European Education Area (EEA) to create a unified space for learning 

across EU countries by 2025. EEA can foster European identity through student mobility, 

multilingualism, and shared educational values and experiences among students from 

different nationalities (European Commission, 2017). By connecting learners across the 

European area, EEA can build a sense of belonging to a common European cultural and civic 

space. 

Another important factor for the construction and preservation of European identity is the 

richness of the European cultural mosaic. Collective cultural events and cooperation of artists 

from different European countries can culminate and support a sense of shared cultural values 

celebrating unity through the support of originality and uniqueness (Shore, 2000). Initiatives 

like cultural capitals and cultural venues are very important aspects of the construction of a 

shared identity based on common understanding and respect.  

At the very heart of European identity lies a full commitment to fundamental humanistic 

values and principles that have been formalised through treaties, charters, and institutions. 

These core principles play a crucial role as a functioning bond between European nations and 

https://education.ec.europa.eu/
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are prerequisites for every country that wants to apply for EU membership. These three main 

principles are Democracy, Human Rights and Rule of Law.  

Democracy, an important political structure with roots in ancient Athens, plays a major role 

in European identity as it accumulates political and social values like freedom of speech, 

political participation and active citizenship. The EU and its institutions have a profound 

democratic political direction.  

In the aftermath of the devastation caused by the world wars, human rights gained significant 

prominence, culminating in their formal definition within the European Convention on Human 

Rights and the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.(McCormick, 2010). Since then, to be 

European means to respect and support human rights as also to promote equality and 

inclusiveness.  

The third cornerstone of European political identity is the Rule of Law. Rule of Law means that 

law is above everyone and anyone and thus in the European context means to ensure legal 

fairness, justice, and protection against authoritarian regimes (Craig, 2012).  

An important dimension of European identity is the cultural diversity and linguistic richness. 

The European area can be seen as fragments in unity where these fragments or parts are 

nations and peoples and the unity is the common European sense. In other words, Europe is 

a colourful and linguistically rich tapestry. In Europe, around 24 formal languages are spoken 

together with many regional languages or dialects. Although there is a sense of common 

culture, every nation has its own cultural and regional heritage. European identity does not 

mean the unification of all distinct cultural features of every nation in  one and sole culture. 

European identity embraces diversity as a strength, promoting intercultural and intracultural 

dialogue, mutual respect, and protection of minority and unique cultures under initiatives like 

Europe’s motto: “United in Diversity” (Shore, 2000). 
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The concept of intersecting identities is a fundamental element of the European ideological 

framework. It is natural that the many peoples who constitute the European mosaic possess 

unique and pre-existing local, regional, and national identities, each deeply enriched by 

culture, collective memory, and distinctive national and local narratives. For example, 

consider a person originally from a small town in Sardinia, Italy. This individual’s identity is 

likely layered: he/she may primarily identify as Sardinian, carrying the local distinct language, 

traditions, and history while simultaneously, s/he also embraces an Italian national identity, 

connected to the broader Italian culture and state. On another level, they recognise their place 

within the Mediterranean Sea, shaped by shared climate, cuisine, and historical interactions. 

Finally, they relate to a larger European identity, formed by the continent’s intertwined socio-

cultural narratives and formal institutions. 

In a hypothetical scenario, this Sardinian moves to Berlin to work or study. Their sense of 

identity may become even more complex and fluid. Living in Berlin, they might develop a 

connection to the city they live in, feeling like a Berliner through daily social interactions, local 

customs, and participation in the urban cultural life. At the same time, distance from Sardinia 

may intensify their attachment to Sardinian roots, deepening their appreciation of native 

traditions and language as important characteristics of personal and cultural continuity. 

Moreover, their identification as Italian could also shift, influenced by their experiences in 

Germany and the European Union. They may feel a renewed sense of European identity, 

fostered by the supranational institutions that facilitate mobility, rights, and cooperation 

across borders. Alternatively, the challenges and opportunities of integrating into German 

society could either strengthen or complicate their sense of belonging to Germany and Europe 

as a whole. 

This example can illustrate the dynamic, multilayered, and situational nature of identity in 

Europe. European identities are not fixed but evolve in response to social phenomena, such 
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as human mobility, social interactions, and the political and cultural contexts individuals 

inhabit. People continuously negotiate their affiliations across local, national, and 

transnational levels, creating a rich tapestry of identities that coexist and overlap each other. 

All these intersecting facets of identity can complement each other by fostering layered senses 

of belonging or they can clash, especially in cases of strong euroscepticism. The complexity of 

multilevel identities saw that European identity is plural and dynamic and mostly functions 

and should function as an ideological framework that can protect and promote the diversity 

than absorb the differences in favour of a one and steadfast, top-down European identity 

(Delanty & Rumford, 2005).  

There are two important factors in understanding the ways in which identities and 

Europeanisation work: geopolitics and history. For example, the meaning of ‘European’ is 

different for a German than for a Bulgarian. Citizens from western Europe tend to associate 

the European concept with the early years of European unification, the post-war 

reconstruction and cooperation and liberal political and economic order (Risse, 2010). Eastern 

European countries tend to associate Europeanisation with economic advancement, progress 

and a new beginning after the dissolution of the Soviet Union (Kuus, 2004). In some cases, 

certain nations may feel a strong sense of European belonging, yet also experience feelings of 

marginalisation or limited influence in decision-making processes in Brussels. Meanwhile, 

countries geographically closer to the European core often tend to develop a more consistent 

and established sense of European identity.   

After all, Europe is a continent with historical narratives, alliances, wars and regional clashes, 

kingdoms, empires and republics. It is a canvas full of history and memories that shaped what 

is now considered to be the European area. All these aspects have great effect on any attempt 

to form a common European identity even if this identity works only as an ideological umbrella 

that can contain all the different but similar characteristics of the European peoples.  
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3.3 Challenges and Opportunities 

European identity remains an evolving and incomplete concept, continuously negotiated 

between unity and diversity, inclusion and exclusion, ideals and realities (Delanty & Rumford, 

2005). European identity is also continuously contested and challenged by minor and major 

socio-political and economic issues. Among the major threats that question the European 

identity are often the tensions between national sovereignty and EU-level cooperation, 

especially in high importance contexts, such as migration policies, fiscal union, debt 

administration, climate policy and security issues like border control (Schmidt, 2013). In other 

words, in many cases the desire of an EU member state to retain control of key areas surpasses 

that of collective solidarity. The distance between the national and EU level of governance is 

of great importance and its implications can threaten even the existence of the very European 

identity concept. The need for transnational cooperation to face major crises, such as 

migration, economic crises or climate change is not always easy to achieve and this makes the 

collective identity under the European umbrella seem fragile.  

An example of such disputes is what became known as Brexit from the words Britain and Exit. 

Brexit is the defection of the United Kingdom from the EU, and it poses as the most important 

paradigm of euroscepticism while its impact was so serious that threatened even the 

existence of the EU as a sociopolitical institution. Brexit was the outcome of a long-lasting 

dispute between Brussels and London about crucial issues, such as economic autonomy, 

borders control and migration policies. Brexit was a shock for the international community. 

Although there were tensions between the UK and the EU, nobody realised that Brexit could 

become reality. Political developments with eurosceptic character in recent years have played 

a crucial role in implementing what was perceived as the will of the British people. In some 

cases, the rise of populist political parties led in recent years to decisions like Brexit. The 

withdrawal of Britain from the EU challenged the idea of an inevitable trajectory toward 

greater integration and saw that European enlargement and integration can be reversed 
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(Hobolt, 2016). Such challenges have exposed underlying socioeconomic and political gaps in 

the idea of a common European identity and the perils these gaps can bring to the process of 

Europeanisation (Risse, 2010). Moreover, Brexit highlights the salience of regional identities 

as potential counterweights to Europeanisation. Unlike nation-states, which cultivate strong 

affective ties among their citizens, Europe as a supranational construct is often perceived as 

“distant” from everyday life. The concept of region, long central to European governance and 

cohesion policies, illustrates how localized and regional attachments may, at times, outweigh 

broader European identification, complicating the project of constructing a unified European 

identity. 

Two examples of global challenges that exposed the vulnerabilities of the EU are the great 

migration flows from the war zones of the Middle East in 2015, as well as the Covid-19 

pandemic. These challenges brought national systems to the brink of collapse. In both crises, 

the EU had difficulties in achieving collective solutions and addressed these challenges either 

at national level or in delayed coordination and cooperation. Another example of a common 

understanding but contested and fragmented cooperation reappears at the beginning of the 

current armed conflict between Russia and Ukraine (Mukarzel, 2023).   

Although European identity faces significant challenges, these difficulties should not be seen 

as proof that shared understanding and cooperation among European peoples do not exist. In 

fact, the very pressures that put common values to the test can also give rise to new initiatives, 

dialogues, and cultural exchanges that ultimately reinforce a sense of European identity. 

(Delanty, 2009).  

As Europe is an area charged with disparities, alliances, wars, power struggles and heavy 

historical background it is natural that for older generations it is more difficult to pass from a 

national to a supranational model of governance and cooperation. Young people tend to 

identify themselves more as Europeans and cosmopolitans, making them great actors and 

supporters of a common European identity (Fligstein, 2008). Thus, it is very important to 
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support policies and initiatives that promote youth civic participation and youth activation. 

Youth parliaments, EU policy making forums, think tanks, volunteer and activism intranational 

networks, digital platforms for civic participation are some of the many institutions and 

initiatives that can activate youth and make them ambassadors of a common European 

identity that can surpass the narrow borders of national identity and isolation (Banaji & 

Buckingham, 2013).  

Although European identity is a highly contested idea, it is something that can enhance values 

such as cooperation and respect among peoples promising a peaceful and culturally rich 

future.   
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4. Strengthening Engagement and Envisioning the Future 

4.1 The Need for Stronger Engagement 

European identity should not be perceived as an abstract notion nor a completely structured 

and established conception. European identity is evolving continuously, and, in many ways, it 

is influenced by different ideas, policies and actors (Risse, 2010). Thus, the process of 

Europeanisation and the construction and maintenance of a common European identity is not 

something that should be promoted only by political agendas and institutions like the 

European commission or European parliament. The formation of European identity is not 

solely a top-down process but is rather understood also as an inclusive project with 

foundations on a strong civil engagement among the European peoples. In the core of the 

European identity and its formation stand the European citizens and especially the younger 

generations. A sustainable and vibrant European identity requires active citizenship, civic 

participation, inclusion, and the development of a sense of responsibility and interest among 

the people. In other words, to have a resilient European identity means to bring the idea of a 

common interest and cooperation from the political elites and parliaments to the people, and 

especially to the youth, who can and should play an essential role in shaping Europe’s future. 

In this process, municipalities and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) function as key 

actors, fostering civic engagement at the local level, creating platforms for participation, and 

linking communities more directly with European initiatives. Their role illustrates that 

European identity is not constructed only at the top but is co-produced through everyday 

practices of democracy and cooperation across multiple levels of governance. 

It is a fact that the active participation of citizens in common initiatives or institutions can 

promote the feeling of belonging and foster cultural and civic bonds between people with 

different ethnic or social background but common European values. Engaging people from all 

over Europe to such initiatives like youth parliaments, think tanks, such as European Youth 
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Think Tank (EYTT), European bodies and institutions through internships and traineeships, 

such as the European parliament and the Solidarity Corps is fundamental to make them feel 

and act as important participants on the decision making and the development of social 

structures. Thus, citizens do not feel as an inactive crowd that just follows the political elite’s 

decisions and agendas. Through their participation they perceive themselves as not distant 

from the centre of action and the evolution of European values and are more likely to develop 

a sense of belonging and common interest (Banaji & Buckingham, 2013). In this sense, their 

participation should be substantial and not just superficial. Another very effective and 

important element of the citizens’ engagement could be international activism movements 

like climate activism or movements for human rights and world peace. Such movements can 

support the building of common experiences and thus lead to a more vibrant cooperation and 

understanding of the common European values like democracy, inclusion, human rights etc. 

In other words, civic awareness and active meaningful engagement help citizens understand 

their rights, responsibilities, and their shared history and values underpinning the EU and 

European identity (Delanty, 2009). Additionally, education and European educational projects 

like Erasmus+ or eTwinning can become platforms of educational cooperation supporting the 

exchange of experiences and ideas and building a climate of trust and common understanding. 

It is fundamental for the existence of a vital common identity for the people to be aware of 

the history of the European peoples that culminated in contemporary European reality. 

Understanding the shared cultural and historical foundations of the European edifice, through 

shared memories of wars, struggles for democracy, and European cooperation, strengthens 

cohesion and the conscious choice to participate in the European project (Delanty, 2009). In 

this sense the European identity becomes a lived experience and a part of civic life rather than 

just an abstract top-down idea promoted by the politicians and international forums and 

institutions. An active citizenship and civic participation are the only way for the EU to secure 

the existence of a sustainable European identity which is unique, inclusive and dynamic.  
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4.2 European Identity in the Context of EU Enlargement 

The EU is a political and economic unity that has passed through many circles of evolution and 

redefinition. In this sense the EU as also the European identity are dynamic projects that 

change and adapt to the needs of the people and to the developments of the international 

community (Delanty, 2005). Integration and enlargement are two very important notions of 

Europeanisation. Integration process and enlargement interconnect with each other and both 

affect and redefine the EU in all its dimensions. On the one hand, the integration process seeks 

to reinforce the foundational values upon which the EU treaties are built, such as democracy, 

solidarity, and respect for human rights while promoting deeper cooperation and coexistence 

among existing member states. On the other hand, the enlargement of the EU involves the 

inclusion of new members and leads to the reevaluation of Europeanness and the European 

identity.  

Who can be considered or become European? How could new historical narratives, habits, 

values become a part of the multilingual and enriched cultural mosaic of the European 

project? Such questions inevitably redefine and affect the notion of a common European 

identity (Risse, 2010).  

Is the enlargement of the EU a solely geographical project? EU enlargement means much more 

than geographical expansion or the increase of geopolitical influence. For a new member-state 

to be accepted into the EU has to demonstrate that it fulfils specific requirements, while the 

acceptance leads to changes and has effects both for the EU and the new member-state. The 

state candidates must align with the basic EU values, such as democracy, human rights and 

Rule of Law. The acceptance of a new state is an opportunity for European identity to include 

new cultural aspects, and to enrich the European cultural mosaic strengthening the 

intercultural dialogue and leading to a more inclusive society. Also, the coexistence under the 

European umbrella can reinforce economic and social cooperation even between countries 

with historical disputes and trauma. For example countries with a history of rivalry between 
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them, such as Germany and France or Austria with Italy can overcome their past disputes and 

cooperate on a European level. Economic cooperation and the coordination by the EU 

institutions can make partner countries overcome old differences to reach a more stable and 

sustainable future aiming for cooperation and diplomatic resolutions to potential differences 

(Grabbe, 2006). Among the most important outcomes of the EU enlargement is the promotion 

and support of European values like democracy, Rule of Law, and human rights. Areas that 

have passed devastating wars, authoritarian regimes and suppression can adopt democratic 

values and aim for a more stable and positive future.  

However, enlargement does not come without its challenges. Firstly, institutional adaptation 

is a complex process: the accession of new member states requires adjustments to voting 

procedures, institutional representation, and the overall functioning of the EU to ensure both 

effectiveness and fairness among members (Nugent, 2017). Secondly, significant disparities 

among member states, in terms of political culture, economic development, and historical 

backgrounds, make it difficult to establish a common framework. The integration of former 

communist countries in Eastern Europe highlighted the difficulties in aligning institutions, 

economic policies, and value systems with those of Western Europe. Another potential risk is 

the emergence of a so-called “two-speed Europe.” When older, more developed countries 

feel overburdened, or when newer members feel marginalised, exclusionary tendencies and 

internal divisions within Europe can intensify. This undermines the Union’s cohesion and the 

sense of a shared European identity (Schimmelfennig, 2016). 

The 2004 enlargement serves as a key example for understanding both the opportunities and 

the challenges of EU expansion. At that time, ten new countries, mainly from Central and 

Eastern Europe, joined the EU significantly broadening its geographical and cultural scope 

(Kelley, 2010). This wave of enlargement highlighted Europe as a diverse and pluralistic 

community, enhancing its multicultural character and the presence of multiple voices. 

However, it also gave rise to tensions and uncertainties concerning issues, such as solidarity, 
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internal migration, and the boundaries of European integration. Perhaps the most crucial 

lesson is that each enlargement compels Europe to reflect anew on its identity. European 

identity is not fixed as it evolves continuously, striving to balance the integration of diversity 

with the preservation of unity. The core challenge lies not only in deciding who belongs to 

Europe but also in determining under what conditions such a diverse entity can coexist 

harmoniously. 

Having explored the foundations and evolving nature of European identity, as also its 

challenges it becomes essential to examine how this identity is actively expressed, shared, and 

negotiated within and beyond Europe. This is where cultural diplomacy emerges as a key 

instrument. Cultural diplomacy, a form of soft power in international relations, serves not only 

to project shared European values and heritage internationally, but also to strengthen internal 

cohesion by fostering mutual understanding among member states and diverse communities. 

By examining the concept of identity through the practice of diplomacy, is given the 

opportunity to understand how Europe interacts both with itself and with the world through 

culture as a vehicle of intercultural dialogue, influence, and cooperation.  
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5. Cultural Diplomacy and Social Inclusion 

5.1 Cultural Diplomacy in Shaping Identity 

It is common to imagine international relations as an area of hard debates and strong 

argumentations or as the balance between strong and weak international players. In the area 

of diplomacy, culture plays a crucial role. Cultural diplomacy is often considered as an element 

of the so-called soft power (Nye, 2004). In this sense cultural diplomacy as a form of soft power 

is the utilisation of cultural capital and the cultural exchange to enhance international 

relations and cooperation. In the case of the European identity there are many symbols that 

surpass and constitute this ideological construct. Symbols, such as a common flag, a European 

hymn, historical sites, such as the European Parliament or the headquarters of EU institutions 

and narratives play a crucial role in the empowerment and sustainment of a collective identity. 

Cultural diplomacy can utilise such cultural symbols to play a very important role in building a 

sense of unity among people. Cultural diplomacy can offer a constructive platform of common 

heritage, mutual understanding, and cross-cultural dialogue. In the EU, there are many 

initiatives of cultural character, such as Creative Europe that support cultural cooperation 

projects between artists from different ethnic backgrounds, transnational networks, and 

artistic exchanges (European Commission, 2018). Initiatives like this can promote the sense of 

shared cultural values and foster mutual understanding and a sense of unity. 

Another initiative of this kind is the European Capital of Culture, which, while often associated 

with cultural diplomacy, should also be understood more broadly as a tool for fostering 

cultural engagement, civic participation, and a shared sense of belonging across Europe. In 

this sense, through the interconnection of local and international levels and historical 

background, every year a city plays the role of cultural capital, unifying people from different 

backgrounds and constructing a sense of unique cultural identity through cultural events. For 

example, among the  latest cultural capitals was Elefsina in Greece. Elefsina, which served in 
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2023 as cultural capital among Timisoara in Romania and Veszprém in Hungary, is a small town 

on the outskirts of Athens that in modern times has a more industrial character. In ancient 

times, though, Elefsina was a city of great importance for Greek and Roman culture and 

religion, as it was the seat of the famous Eleusinian Mysteries. This great ancient past of the 

city is depicted in the numerous archaeological sites and the cultural treasures of the 

archaeological excavations in the city. In this case, Elefsina is reapproached in its present 

cultural state and becomes an open theatre of culture through the passage of centuries, 

making people think of its contribution to contemporary European culture. 

An additional and notable initiative is town twinning and sister-city partnerships. Through this 

initiative, many towns and cities acknowledge another city or town as a sister-city. This 

practice is important as it can forge personal and municipal connections, fostering 

transnational friendships and solidarity at the grassroots level (Jańczak, 2017). Beyond such 

bilateral initiatives, Euroregions and European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation (EGTCs) 

provide institutionalized frameworks for cross-border cooperation at the regional level. They 

bring together municipalities, regions, and local authorities from different member states to 

jointly address common challenges, promote socio-economic development, and enhance 

cultural exchange. These mechanisms illustrate how European identity can be cultivated not 

only through symbolic connections between towns, but also through sustained, practical 

cooperation across borders that strengthens a sense of belonging to a shared European space. 

Apart from the above centrally organised initiatives, there are other non-centrally managed 

collective activities that can play a crucial role in building a common European identity. For 

example, activistic movements or artistic exhibitions that connect youth from different 

European regions can be important and serve as a creative basis for inclusion and the 

development of mutual understanding, especially among young people (Smith, 2020). 

Additionally, joint projects that support and celebrate shared heritage, such as educational 

programmes, food festivals, music performances, or art collaborations and the exchange of 
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cultural artifacts, can serve this aim. Also, virtual or physical participation in European cultural 

events, like film or book festivals, can link local identity with broader European narratives and 

lead to the establishment of a common European cultural identity (Shore, 2000). Although 

culture is only one aspect of identity together with economic, political, social and historical, it 

is of crucial importance. Culture can be seen as a bridge that unites regional cultural 

characteristics.  

Cultural diplomacy plays an important role both within Europe and beyond its borders in 

shaping and nurturing European identity and the broader concept of Europeanness. By 

leveraging the resources and activities of cultural institutions, cultural diplomacy can help 

support internal integration and encourage the development of a shared sense of identity in 

a more gradual and lasting way (Mark, 2010). 

 

5.2 Addressing Social Inclusion and Diversity 

So far, we have explored what European identity means, but now it is crucial to recognise the 

need to rethink and redefine it. Traditionally, dominant understandings of European identity 

have often been shaped around an “us versus them” mentality, which tends to exclude those 

seen as “other”, whether based on ethnicity, religion, or cultural background. This 

exclusionary framework has been influenced by Europe’s complex history, including the legacy 

of Christianity as a core cultural reference and the colonial past that has shaped ideas of 

superiority and difference. Such narratives have contributed to social fragmentation and the 

marginalisation of diverse groups within Europe. 

To move forward, European identity must be reapproached as an inclusive, dynamic concept 

grounded in mutual understanding and intercultural dialogue. It must acknowledge and 

critically reflect on its historical legacies, such as the impact of religion and colonialism while 
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embracing diversity as a strength rather than a threat. For example, during the period of the 

Roman Empire, Roman authorities expanded the roman citizenship to all the civilians living on 

its territory, or another great example is the multiculturalism of Canada adopted since 1970. 

This redefinition also requires fostering active civic participation, so all citizens can engage 

meaningfully in shaping what it means to be European today. 

This shift is not only desirable but necessary to ensure democratic resilience and social 

cohesion across the European Union (Delanty, 2009). By challenging exclusionary narratives 

and creating frameworks that value pluralism and shared humanity, Europe can build an 

identity that unites rather than divides, fostering a more just and cohesive society. 

The European Social Fund (ESF) remains one of the most impactful instruments in this domain. 

By financing initiatives that promote access to education, employment, and social integration 

for marginalized populations, the ESF plays a vital role in narrowing structural inequalities 

within and between EU member states (European Commission, 2020). These kinds of 

initiatives not only address economic disparities but also act as tools of social empowerment, 

helping vulnerable populations gain a voice and agency in the European public sphere. 

Complementing the ESF, the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) supports 

infrastructure, innovation, and regional competitiveness, particularly in less-developed 

regions, thereby reducing territorial imbalances and fostering a stronger sense of inclusion in 

the European project. Similarly, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development 

(EAFRD) invests in rural communities, sustainable agriculture, and environmental 

stewardship, ensuring that rural populations remain connected to and benefit from European 

integration. Together, these funds exemplify how economic solidarity mechanisms can 

underpin not only development but also the construction of a more cohesive and resilient 

European identity. 
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At the same time, local and community-based integration initiatives provide an essential 

balance to top-down EU policies. These grassroots efforts — such as intercultural festivals, 

public forums, anti-discrimination workshops, and community support services — create the 

everyday conditions for intercultural dialogue and the recognition of diverse identities. By 

embedding inclusion at the level of local practice, such initiatives contribute to a lived 

experience of European citizenship that resonates with individuals across backgrounds and 

can offer a different and valuable bottom-up view of the European identity process. In this 

context, programs like LEADER and Community-Led Local Development (CLLD), which operate 

through Local Action Groups (LAGs), stand out as institutionalized mechanisms of community 

participation. They empower local stakeholders — municipalities, civil society organizations, 

and citizens — to jointly design and implement development strategies tailored to local needs. 

By strengthening trust, cooperation, and democratic participation at the grassroots level, 

LEADER/CLLD not only promotes local resilience but also nurtures a more tangible and 

inclusive sense of European identity. 

Education, moreover, can play a transformative role in this process. Schools are uniquely 

positioned to cultivate inclusive values from an early age. Educators, as agents of democratic 

socialisation, can incorporate multicultural content and perspectives into their curricula, 

highlighting the historical and contemporary contributions of diverse groups to European 

society. Additionally, teaching methods that encourage critical engagement with issues of 

migration, identity, and inequality help students develop empathy, intercultural competence, 

and a deeper understanding of Europe’s complex sociocultural collective landscape 

(Grossman, 2008). Furthermore, educational institutions can serve as platforms for dialogue 

and representation, where students from various backgrounds feel recognised and respected. 

This is not only a matter of equity, but also of fostering a sense of belonging and shared 

responsibility. As Kiwan (2007) emphasises, inclusive education must be understood not 

merely in terms of access, but as a political and cultural process of building a democratic 
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community in which all students have voice and responsibility while they can see themselves 

as future citizens of Europe. 

A genuinely collective European identity cannot exist unless it is inclusive. For any 

transnational identity, such as the European one to be viable and sustainable, it must ensure 

the equal participation of all people, especially those from marginalised backgrounds, such as 

immigrants, refugees, ethnic and religious minorities, and socioeconomically disadvantaged 

communities. These groups should be actively included within European institutions and 

recognised as essential contributors to the collective sense of European belonging. The 

strength and distinctiveness of the EU lie in its commitment to building unity by embracing 

and respecting cultural diversity, rather than pursuing assimilation or cultural 

homogenisation. 

Yet, this inclusive vision faces significant obstacles. Leading among them are entrenched 

stereotypes and prejudices, often grounded in racial, linguistic, and class-based distinctions, 

aspects that continue to shape public opinion and institutional practices across Europe. These 

social barriers delay the full integration and representation of marginalised groups in 

European institutions, such as the European parliament, thereby weakening the democratic 

and pluralistic foundations of the EU (Kymlicka, 2007). 

Ultimately, the future of the European project depends on the extent to which its identity is 

shaped not by exclusionary nationalism, but by inclusive pluralism. Only by embracing the 

voices, experiences, and rights of all its people can Europe hope to realise its ideals of unity, 

solidarity, and democracy. In other words a sustainable European identity is only possible if 

the European project can balance between local and transnational, and embrace unity 

through diversity.  
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5.3 How Young People Can Shape European Identity and Policy 

For European identity to truly matter to young people it’s essential that their voices are heard 

and connected to real decision-making and democratic processes. Without this connection, 

the idea of a shared European identity can feel distant or abstract, disconnected from daily 

lives and concerns. Instead, European identity may be considered as something people help 

build every day through their actions and  active civic participation. 

One way youth can get involved is by joining local or regional youth councils where they can 

discuss important topics like identity, diversity, and what it means to be European today. 

These councils give young people a real chance to share their views and influence decisions 

that affect their community and beyond (Evans, 2002). Visiting town halls, EU information 

centers, or attending online meetings with policymakers are other great ways for people to 

see how political decisions are made and to get closer to the institutions shaping Europe’s 

future. 

Citizens can also take part in public consultations, debates, or online surveys about EU 

initiatives. When people contribute with their ideas through these channels, they can see 

firsthand how they can impact policy and help shape Europe’s direction (Veugelers, 2024). For 

example, the “Have Your Say” portal of the European Commission regularly invites citizens to 

provide feedback on proposed legislation and policies through online questionnaires and 

surveys. Similarly, the Conference on the Future of Europe (2021–2022) offered both digital 

and physical platforms where citizens could express their views on Europe’s priorities, which 

were then taken into account in EU-level debates and recommendations. Organising or joining 

student-led campaigns and activism on issues like sustainability, inclusion, solidarity, and 

digital citizenship is another powerful way for youth to take action and show that they are key 

players in European democracy (Biesta, 2011). 
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Moreover, cultural diplomacy through events like exchanges, festivals, or joint projects 

connects young people across borders, helping people to understand and respect different 

cultures while celebrating what unites them as Europeans. Ensuring that everyone including 

marginalised and underrepresented groups is included in these conversations makes Europe 

richer and more cohesive (Nye, 2008). 

In short, by actively engaging in civic life, cultural initiatives, and democratic processes, young 

people become the heart of Europe’s future. Their participation shapes a European identity 

that values diversity and unity, promotes inclusion, and is ready to face new challenges 

collectively. This is how young people can help keep the European project alive, vibrant, and 

meaningful (Hoskins et al., 2012). 

By embedding key dimensions, such as cultural diplomacy, social inclusion, and civic education 

within educational frameworks, cultural initiatives, and community-level efforts, Europe can 

nurture an identity that embraces diversity while fostering unity, promotes inclusive 

participation, and remains adaptable to future challenges. This multidimensional approach is 

essential for ensuring the sustainability and vitality of the European identity in an increasingly 

complex world. Challenges, such as tensions around national sovereignty and socioeconomic 

fragmentation can be addressed through education, culture, and the active civic engagement 

of youth. The future of European identity depends on maintaining a delicate balance between 

challenges and opportunities, unity and diversity, isolation and cooperation, chauvinism and 

solidarity.  
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6. Educational and Methodological Recommendations 

6.1 Teaching Strategies 

Teachers who approach these topics in their classroom should be the facilitator of discussion 

and activities. The session should remain student-centred with students exploring the material 

and discovering concepts and connections between concepts as they study. Some of the 

teaching strategies that teachers can consider are: 

Build new knowledge on students’ previous learning. Students may have heard a few things 

about European identity, the EU and member states. It is important for teachers to use 

diagnostic assessments to investigate what students already know about the topic, so that 

they can identify the most suitable place  to start. For instance, the flag of the European Union 

may be shown to them and ask them whether they have seen this flag before and what the 

stars represent.  

Differentiated instruction may be used. For example, different resources (presenting a topic 

in an introductory way or more in-depth) may be used to respond to students' prior 

knowledge and understanding.  

Discussions and dialogue in the classroom. Several open-ended questions can be used as part 

of the lesson to promote students’ thinking. Students can engage in thinking about these as a 

community. For example, they may think about how they form European identity in their daily 

lives and on what types of activism can be engaged as citizens. Such discussions can also lead 

to actions (see section 6.3. about learning approaches below). Teachers can facilitate dialogue 

and enable discussion on these challenges to enable students to think as a community of 

inquiry. In other words, students will think as a group and explore and reflect on these topics 

collectively via dialogue. For instance, they discuss music and paintings they like as part of the 

culture and what they think their place would have to demonstrate as a cultural capital.  
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Integrate technology in the lessons: Some digital resources can be found and used in the 

classroom to ensure that different means (e.g. music, photos, videos) are used to demonstrate 

the multiple dimensions of European identity. Moreover, virtual sessions with policymakers 

can bring institutional structures closer to the students. Technology should be understood 

broadly and in a comprehensive manner: students can be encouraged to share family 

photographs from travels; tickets from museums or cultural institutions they visited, 

restaurant menus from different national cuisines; sharing impressions of favourite European 

films or series or sports events or Eurovision. Technology can also support virtual visits or 

explorations in past civilisations in Europe. 

Cross-Disciplinary Integration: Integrate concepts of European identity across various 

subjects, such as Language, Civic Education and Arts. In Language, they can explore European 

literature or multilingual expressions. In Civic Education, they might learn about EU values, 

rights, and institutions. In the Arts, they can study European symbols, music, or heritage. This 

interdisciplinary approach helps students see the interconnectedness of the topic with many 

different subjects and areas of life.  

 

6.2 Digital Tools & Resources 

Some tools and resources that could be used for these topics can be found in the Learning 

Corner (website of the European Union). Some examples are presented below.  

The History of European Union  

https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/eu-timeline/moving-through-eu-timeline_en 

Europe better together 

https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/europe-better-together_en 

 

https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/eu-timeline/moving-through-eu-timeline_en
https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/europe-better-together_en
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The European Union - Facts and Figures  

https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/european-union-facts-and-

figures_en 

Interactive quiz Beginner is for the age group of interest.  

https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/europa-quest-quiz-type-

interactive-learning-tool_en 

 

6.3 Innovative Learning Approaches 

Taking into account the topic of this Handbook, it would be good for the student learning to 

take place in groups. This Handbook aims to support the shaping and reinforcement of the 

collective European identity and therefore group activities are encouraged.  

Project-based learning. Students work in groups. Each group can focus on one area of activism 

or initiative that they could take in relation to European identity (e.g. climate change, human 

rights). Groups can search about their group topic themselves. Then, they could deliver a 

group presentation in the classroom about the topic, suggest solutions on how they could be 

actively involved and suggest next steps for student-led initiatives for action in the school and 

local community (e.g. a school trip to the town hall to speak with specific stakeholders). Then, 

members of the school community could see the plans and vote on which action and topic is 

of interest and they would like to move forward.  

Gamification. It would be good for the students to create their own game in topics of 

European identity. Students could create a board game or a game with cards with questions 

that could play in the school.  

Learning outside the classroom: The topic of European identity and diplomacy can be 

combined with learning outside the classroom. By organising visits to town halls, EU 

https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/european-union-facts-and-figures_en
https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/european-union-facts-and-figures_en
https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/europa-quest-quiz-type-interactive-learning-tool_en
https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/learning-materials/europa-quest-quiz-type-interactive-learning-tool_en
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information offices, museums or the European parliament the students could feel more 

connected and more engaged to the shaping of the European identity and civic engagement.  

 

6.4 Assessment Methods 

It is recommended that authentic assessments are used as formative assessments for this 

module. There is no need to have high-stakes and summative assessments for this topic, since 

the learning about European identity continues from one grade to the next. Each assessment 

should provide feedback for the next steps of learning. 

Authentic assessments are those that enable students to demonstrate their knowledge and 

skills in situations that resemble real-life tasks. In other words, students may be engaged in 

activities that could enable them to demonstrate skills that they may have to use later in their 

life to raise awareness and argue in favour of European identity and cultural diplomacy.  

It is recommended that students are engaged in individual and group activities, which can be 

authentic assessments, in relation to these topics. Some suggestions are presented below.  

a) Students could work independently to produce pieces of writing for a newspaper.  This 

can be a one-off column in the school newspaper with different pieces written by 

students on a specific topic. For example, they could encourage other students in their 

school to be engaged in a student-led initiative. Alternatively, they could invite them 

and promote an event which is linked to European identity e.g. a music or food festival 

organised by school. Alternatively, it could be a column in the school newspaper which 

is more recurring, such as a specific column on European identity. It is very important 

to ensure inclusivity in this column, to give the opportunity to all interested students 

to be engaged in the writing and give voice about European identity to all students.  

b) Students could work in groups to deliver a group presentation about cultural 

diplomacy. They could explain what cultural diplomacy is and select a specific aspect 
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of culture that they feel could be promoted in their local community or internationally 

to reinforce European identity.  

c) Students could produce a portfolio about elements of European identity. Students 

could freely select elements of how the European identity was evolved and the current 

European identity. Students could be encouraged to use a variety of sources to 

demonstrate these (e.g. text, images, parts of newspapers). For example, European 

identity has cultural diversity and therefore they could select to present paintings or 

photos of events. They could include an image of sculpture from the past which is 

linked with democracy. This can be a creative process for students. At the end, they 

could present the portfolio to other classmates to discuss how they feel these 

elements are linked to their own identity.  

d) The engagement with the local community is also important, so students could 

organise an exhibition in the school about what they perceive as European identity 

and invite parents and local stakeholders. They could use the element of linguistic 

richness and cultural diversity to be inspired. Different types of interactive media can 

be used for the exhibition, such as photos, music, videos. Students could have 

produced short documentaries which can be watched on the day. As part of the 

exhibition, there could be a call for action on an area that students feel interested in 

and would like to change in the local community with specific actions e.g. suggestions 

in relation to climate change.  
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7. Summary and Key Takeaways 

7.1 Recap of Key Concepts 

This section summarises the key concepts of the handbook.  

European identity is a multidimensional concept which involves sharing values, historical 

interplay and cultural diversity. European identity emerges through a complex historical 

background and is forged by intercultural dialogue, respect to diversity, and support of mutual 

understanding and collective future.  

Europeanness is a complex idea that is affected by many factors and is reshaped according to 

the integration and enlargement processes of Europe. What it means to be European is not 

something solid and changes according to geopolitical and cultural factors. Europeanness 

reflects unity amid diversity and represents a sense of common belonging.  

European integration is the process of European countries to embrace a common future 

coming together politically, economically and legally to promote peace and regional stability. 

It is a process started after the 2nd World War and continues mainly through the policies of 

the EU.    

European enlargement is the process of European countries to join the EU. A candidate 

country to be accepted in the EU should meet specific political, economic and legal criteria 

like democracy, free speech, and rule of law. Through the enlargement process the EU aims 

to promote democratic values, economic stability and freedom across the European 

continent.  

Cultural diplomacy is the use of cultural assets to promote cultural dialogue and mutual 

understanding. In the case of the EU, European countries use cultural diplomacy through art, 

music, language, and education to strengthen transnational relationships and to develop 
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cultural bonds with each other. Cultural diplomacy is a very useful tool of the so-called Soft 

power and it is one of the main assets of the EU international relations.  

Civic Participation is a very important element of political reality. Even though our democracy 

is not direct but representative, active civic participation poses as a vital element of the 

democratic values and it plays a crucial role in constructing responsible and sustainable civic 

life. In Europe there are many paradigms of active civic participation like activist collective 

movements or cultural festivals. An important social mechanism that can promote civic 

participation is education.  Civic participation represents a bottom-up function that can affect 

policy-making and can lead to a sustainable European identity.  

 

7.2 Reflection Questions 

The reader could reflect in the following questions:  

● What common values unite Europeans? 

● What are some of the current challenges for European identity and how can these be 

addressed? 

● Why is the development and fostering of European identity particularly important this 

decade? 

● How can teachers support students to develop their European identity and be actively 

involved in EU activism and initiatives? 

 

7.3 Practical Applications 

For practical applications, it would be ideal if the local context can be linked to the EU context. 

For example, a school-community project or/ and a project linking the local history can enable 

teachers and students to connect the local with dimensions of the European identity, such as 
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the local cultural and linguistic diversity. This would be an example of how people can be 

united in diversity in a local context.  
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8. Self-Assessment and Test Questions 

8.1 Self-Check Questions 

Having read the content above about the European identity (section 3), the reader can reflect 

on the following questions:  

1) What are the three key pillars on which European identity was built? 

2) European identity is constantly changing. Could you present one example of an 

element of the European identity that has evolved since the beginning of the 21st 

century? 

3) Is there a time point that the European identity is expected to stop evolving? Why? 

4) Can you think of two examples that people with European identity can remain united 

in diversity?  

Having read the content above about the strengthening engagement (section 4), the reader 

can reflect on the following questions: 

1) How can the EU be affected by European enlargement and how can new member 

states be affected by their introduction to the EU? 

2) As an EU citizen, if you would like to be  more actively and substantially engaged, how 

would you choose to do it?  

3) What types of activism do you think could be presented to your students as part of 

different lessons you are teaching?  

Having read the content above about the cultural diplomacy (section 5), the reader can reflect 

on the following questions: 

1) How can intercultural dialogue promote European identity? 

2) Can you briefly describe three initiatives linked to cultural diplomacy which can 

happen/or already happen to support European identity?  
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3) In your current professional role, how could you support inclusion and empowerment 

of all students to support European identity? 

4) In your current professional role, how could you support students to understand how 

EU policy making takes place and ways to be involved? 

 

8.2 Knowledge-Based Questions 

Please respond to the following questions to check your knowledge and understanding of the 

key ideas included in this Handbook. 

1)Which of the following will NOT be a dimension of European identity? 

a) Adopting the same currency across Europe 

b) Adopting the same language across Europe 

c) Adopting the free movement across Europe 

 

2) Does European identity apply only to the citizens in the EU? 

a) No, it applies to everyone in the European area 

b) Yes, someone must have a national citizenship of a member state of the EU 

c) It depends on the interpretation 

 

3) What is the last area of reform established by the Lisbon Treaty? 

a) The values and democratic principles 

b) The common economic area 

c) The common European citizenship 
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4) What does the EU enlargement involve?  

a) The cultivation of common European values in more-depth by the existing member-

states  

b) The introduction of new member states in the EU, the geographical expansion of the 

EU and the effect this introduction has on the new member state 

c) The introduction of new member states in the EU and the bidirectional effect to the 

new member state and the EU 

 

5) Which of the following is true for European identity? 

a) It is constructed by everyone and remains stable 

b) It is constructed bottom-up with active participation  

c) It changes only with top-down initiatives 

 

6) What does the European Social Fund support? 

a) Cultural events and festivals 

b) Economic and governance initiatives 

c) Initiatives for marginalised populations 

 

7) What do initiatives like Creative Europe promote and support? 

a) Cultural cooperation 

b) Activist movements 

c) Linguistic exchange 
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8.3 Application-Based Exercises 

Write down some initiatives that your students can be engaged in (e.g. a visit to the European 

parliament). Select one that you think is of interest to you and create a plan on how this could 

happen the following months or school year. Respond to the following questions: 

a) What will this project involve? 

b) Explore the official information offered online in relation to the selected initiative. 

What would be required to ensure this is happening? 

c) Is there a person who was previously involved in a similar initiative or a contact on the 

website that you could contact for further information? 

d) Which members of the school could be engaged in this project? How could you inform 

them? 

e) What is the planning timeline and milestones? 
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9. Annexes 

9.1 Glossary 

Alphabetical list of key terms and definitions. 

A 

Acquis Communautaire: The accumulated body of EU laws, legal acts, and court decisions 

which all member states must adopt. 

Amsterdam Treaty (1997): A treaty that amended the Maastricht Treaty, aiming to reform EU 

institutions in preparation for enlargement. 

B 

Brexit: The United Kingdom's decision to leave the EU following a 2016 referendum, officially 

taking place in 2020. 

Brussels: De facto capital of the EU, hosting key institutions like the European Commission 

and the Council of the EU. 

C 

Charter of Fundamental Rights: A document that enshrines the fundamental rights of EU 

citizens and residents. 

Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP): The EU’s policy framework for diplomacy, 

defense, and external action. 

Council of the European Union: Institution where national ministers from each EU country 

meet to adopt laws and coordinate policies. 
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D 

Democratic Deficit: A criticism that the EU's decision-making lacks sufficient democratic 

legitimacy or transparency. 

Directive: A type of EU law that sets out goals that all EU countries must achieve, but leaves 

them free to decide how. 

E 

Economic and Monetary Union (EMU): The process of harmonising EU member states’ 

economic and fiscal policies, and adopting a single currency (the euro). 

Enlargement: The process of expanding the EU by admitting new member states. 

Erasmus+: EU program that supports education, training, youth, and sport across Europe. 

Euro: The official currency of the Eurozone, used by 20 of the 27 EU countries. 

European Commission: The executive arm of the EU responsible for proposing legislation and 

enforcing EU law. 

European Council: The body comprising heads of state or government of the EU member 

states, which defines political direction and priorities. 

European Court of Justice (ECJ): Ensures EU law is interpreted and applied uniformly across 

member states. 

European identity: A sense of belonging to the European cultural, political, and historical 

space, often linked to shared values. 

European Integration: The process of political, legal, economic, and social integration of 

European countries. 
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European Parliament: Directly elected legislative body representing EU citizens; works with 

the Council to pass laws. 

F 

Four Freedoms: The free movement of goods, services, capital, and people within the EU 

internal market. 

I 

Institutional Triangle: Refers to the European Commission, the European Parliament, and the 

Council of the EU—key players in the EU legislative process. 

Internal Market: The EU's single market allows goods, services, capital, and people to move 

freely. 

L 

Lisbon Treaty (2007): A reform treaty that made the EU more democratic, efficient, and 

transparent; introduced the post of permanent President of the European Council. 

M 

Maastricht Treaty (1992): Established the EU and set criteria for the euro; also introduced EU 

citizenship. 

N 

Nation-State: A sovereign state whose citizens are relatively homogeneous in factors like 

language or ethnicity; often contrasted with the supranational nature of the EU. 

P 

Principle of Subsidiarity: EU decisions should be taken as closely as possible to the citizen; the 

Union should act only if results cannot be sufficiently achieved by member states. 
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R 

Rule of Law: A core EU value meaning that all public power must be exercised within the limits 

set by law, under the control of independent and impartial courts. 

S 

Schengen Area: A zone of 27 European countries that have abolished passport and other types 

of border control at mutual borders. 

Single Market: An integrated market with free movement of goods, services, capital, and 

labor. 

T 

Treaty: A binding agreement between EU member states that sets out the EU’s constitutional 

basis and rules (e.g., Treaty of Rome, Lisbon Treaty). 

U 

Unity in Diversity: The official motto of the EU, celebrating cultural differences while 

emphasising common European values and goals. 

 

9.2 List of Abbreviations 

EEA - European Education Area 

ESF - European Social Fund 

EU - European Union 

ESBC - European Coal and Steel Community 

EEC - European Economic Community 
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WWI - First World War 

WWII - Second World War 

 

9.3 Further Reading 

Official EU Documents 

European Commission.  Eurobarometer surveys. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer 

European Commission. (2020). EU citizenship report 2020: Empowering citizens and protecting 

their rights. Publications Office of the European Union. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2020-eu-citizenship-report_en 

European Union. (2000). Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union. Official 

Journal of the European Communities. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012P%2FTXT 

European Union. (1992). Treaty on European Union (Maastricht Treaty). https://eur-

lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A11992M%2FTXT 

European Union. (2007). Treaty of Lisbon. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12007L/TXT 

European Union. (n.d.). Learning Corner: Teaching materials about the EU. https://learning-

corner.learning.europa.eu/index_en 

Academic Books 

Checkel, J. T., & Katzenstein, P. J. (Eds.). (2009). European identity. Cambridge University Press. 

Pagden, A. (Ed.). (2002). The idea of Europe: From antiquity to the European Union. Cambridge 

University Press. 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2020-eu-citizenship-report_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012P%2FTXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012P%2FTXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A11992M%2FTXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A11992M%2FTXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12007L/TXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12007L/TXT
https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/index_en
https://learning-corner.learning.europa.eu/index_en
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Patel, K. K. (Ed.). (2013). The cultural politics of Europe: European Capitals of Culture and 

European Union since the 1980s. Routledge. 

Shore, C. (2000). Building Europe: The cultural politics of European integration. Routledge. 

Van Ham, P. (Ed.). (2001). In search of Europe: Redefining the meaning of Europe. Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Recommended sources, official documents, or academic studies (e.g., “In Search of Europe”, 

official EU Commission reports). 

Encourages teachers to delve deeper into cultural-historical analyses, bridging multiple 

disciplines. 

 

9.4 Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) 

Common inquiries and clarifications, e.g., “Does the EU have a single definition of European 

identity?” 

1. Does the EU have a single definition of European identity? 

No. The EU does not provide a fixed or official definition of "European identity." It promotes 

shared values (e.g., democracy, human rights, diversity), but identity remains fluid, debated, 

and shaped by history, culture, and politics. 

 

2. Is EU citizenship the same as national citizenship? 

No. EU citizenship is complementary to national citizenship. You must be a citizen of an EU 

member state to be an EU citizen. It grants rights like free movement, voting in EU/local 

elections, and consular protection abroad. 
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3. Does everyone in the EU feel “European”? 

Not necessarily. Feelings of European identity vary by country, age, education, and political 

context. Some people identify strongly with the EU, while others primarily identify with their 

nation, region, or local culture. 

 

4. Is the EU a federal state like the USA? 

No. The EU is a supranational and intergovernmental organisation. It shares features with a 

federation (common laws, currency, parliament), but member states retain sovereignty and 

can opt out of some policies. 

 

5. What is the Eurozone and is it the same as the EU? 

No. The Eurozone refers only to EU countries that have adopted the euro as their currency. 

Not all EU members are part of the Eurozone (e.g., Sweden, Poland). 

 

6. Are all European countries part of the EU? 

No. Countries like Norway, Switzerland, and the UK (since Brexit) are not EU members. 

However, some have special agreements for trade or mobility (e.g., via the Schengen Area or 

EFTA). 

 

7. What is the role of culture in European identity? 

Culture is central. The EU supports cultural programs (e.g., Capitals of Culture, ERASMUS+) 

and encourages a shared European memory. But identity also involves diverse national and 

regional heritages. 

 

8. What does the motto “United in diversity” mean? 

It means that European unity is built not by erasing differences, but by embracing cultural, 

historical, and linguistic diversity as strengths of the EU. 
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9. Can European identity exist without the EU? 

Yes, theoretically. European identity can be shaped by shared history, geography, and values 

beyond the EU. But the EU plays a key institutional role in shaping and promoting it today. 

 

10. Is there a “crisis” of European identity? 

Many scholars argue that European identity faces challenges (e.g., nationalism, migration 

debates, Euroscepticism), but others see it as transforming rather than collapsing. 

 

9.5 Knowledge-Based Questions Answers (Page 44) 

1. Which of the following will NOT be a dimension of European identity? 

 Answer: Adopting the same language across Europe 

 Reason: The EU promotes multilingualism, not a single common language. 

 

2. Does European identity apply only to the citizens in the EU? 

 Answer: It depends on the interpretation 

 Reason: European identity can be understood legally (EU citizenship) or culturally 

(shared European values and heritage). 

 

3. What is the last area of reform established by the Lisbon Treaty? 

 Answer: The common European citizenship 

 Reason: The Treaty reinforced rights of EU citizenship as a central element of 

integration. 

 

4. What does the EU enlargement involve? 

 Answer: The introduction of new member states in the EU and the bidirectional 

effect to the new member state and the EU 

 Reason: Enlargement changes both the new entrant (which must adapt to EU norms) 

and the EU as a whole. 

 

5. Which of the following is true for European identity? 

 Answer: It is constructed bottom-up with active participation 
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 Reason: Identity develops through interaction and participation, not only from top-

down directives. 

 

6. What does the European Social Fund support? 

 Answer: Initiatives for marginalised populations 

 Reason: The ESF’s role is to improve employment opportunities and support 

disadvantaged groups. 

 

7. What do initiatives like Creative Europe promote and support? 

 Answer: Cultural cooperation 

 Reason: Creative Europe funds transnational cultural projects, supporting cultural 

diversity and cooperation.  
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