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Introduction
Do You Feel European?
Christopher Whitehead
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Do you feel European? What do you think ‘being 
European’ means? Who are ‘the Europeans’?

You may think such questions are irrelevant, and a 
distraction from the important business of everyday 
life. Alternatively, you might have strong feelings about 
them that relate strongly to your senses of identity and 
belonging. If you live in Europe, you will probably have 
noticed that ‘being European’ is a hot topic, whether it is 
about nation states such as the UK leaving the European 
Union, or public protests by groups who want to protect 
‘European values’ from migrants with other cultural 
backgrounds. Under the surface of these phenomena, 
there are questions about history. Are we all the same 
or different? Where do we come from? What historical 
events have shaped us? Do we have a kind of collective 
‘memory’ of the past – even of events before our lives – 
that makes us who we are? Who shares that memory?

This introduction sets the scene for the chapters, the 
animation and the game in this e-book, which has been 
produced as part of the EU-funded research project 
‘Critical Heritages: representing and performing identities 
in Europe’ (CoHERE). CoHERE is an international 

project bringing together different ways of thinking about 
the questions asked above. The EU asked us to explore 
the importance of cultural heritage for social relations, 
individual personal development and inclusive senses of 
belonging. For example, can a sense of shared heritage 
help different groups with different cultures, beliefs and 
lifestyles live together peacefully and respectfully? A key 
idea was that ‘valorizing, sustaining and transmitting’ 
cultural heritage could be a powerful means of overcoming 
an ‘EU crisis’ marked by financial difficulties and disparities 
of wealth between nations, regions and groups, and also 
by social and cultural divisions and reduced confidence in 
the EU itself.

‘Heritage’ is about how we value the past in the present 
and for the future (Harrison 2013). This brings up 
immediate questions: who are ‘we’ (and who is not ‘we’)? 
What aspects of the past should be valued, why, and how? 
In fact, people’s feelings about Europe and the European 
past differ very strongly in Europe, so that ‘heritage’ is 
as much a cause of disagreement and conflict as it is a 
force for common good (Whitehead and Bozoğlu 2017). 
In CoHERE, we try to understand how this works and to 
encourage a sense of criticality about heritage and identity, 
to enable people to see the relations between past, present 
and ourselves in a different light and to understand 
cultural differences in ways that contribute to peaceful 
and knowledgeable society. We are working with these 
ideas in relation to different things: ancient history and 
archaeology, politics and protest, music and dance, food 
and cuisine, school education, digital culture, and how we 
present the past in museums, festivals and heritage sites.

As part of the project, we are keen to reach a number of 
audiences. We can try to change academic debates about 
Europe and its heritages, but at the same time, we want 
to influence the people who make policies about Europe, 
who decide what to teach in schools, what to put in 
museums, or what to include in festivals that celebrate the 
places and histories that are important to us. Crucially, 
we also want to reach you, to help you question and think 
critically about ideas of Europe and its past, present and 
future, what is going on in the news, and how all of these 
things might make you feel about yourself – whether or 
not you ‘feel European’, why, and what part the past plays 
in this. 
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This image shows a T-shirt of the kind commonly found 
on sale in the market stalls of my hometown of Newcastle 
upon Tyne, in the north of England. It represents an 
‘identity position,’ which is how we define ourselves to 
others, or how other people define us. Calling ourselves 
‘Latvian’ or ‘Christian’ are identity positions; but if people 
see you as a migrant or a foreigner then your identity is 
also being positioned, just not by you and not necessarily 
by your choice or to your advantage. How we position 
ourselves, and how we are positioned by others, is crucial 
for the ways in which society operates, and is an important 
element within the social tensions and divisions that affect 
our lives.

The T-shirt shows that the likely wearer feels, above all, 
an affinity with the local area (the so-called ‘Geordie’ 
identity). Alongside this are other identities that are 
crossed out, and presented as being successively less 

Wearing Identity 
and History

important to the wearer: English, British and European. 
It is as if the wearer has been through a process of defining 
herself, crossing out the unsatisfactory options until she 
found the right one. Although wearing a T-shirt like this 
might seem to be a superficial, act of broadcasting one’s 
local identity for humorous effect, there are historical, 
cultural and political backstories to each of the identities 
listed, and to the idea that the wearer can actively choose 
between them, privileging one and refusing others. For 
example, I took this photo around the time of the 2016 
‘Brexit’ referendum, when a popular vote of 52% led the 
UK to begin the process of leaving the EU. Many people 
felt that the UK’s historic, sovereign power and freedoms 
were jeopardised by EU control, and that the EU was 
responsible for rising immigration that threatened ways 
of life and livelihoods in the UK. In some media and 
political comment, the sovereign power at stake was that 
granted in 1215 by the Magna Carta, and the freedoms 
were the hard-won and heroic achievements of victory in 
two world wars. Perhaps that is why ‘Europe’ is crossed 
out! The T-shirt also rejects ‘British’ – an identity position 
that stresses common nationality and identity between the 
UK countries of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. Then, ‘England’ is crossed out. Although it is one 
country, England is not really one place, and we know 
from our research that some northern-English people 
feel culturally disconnected from the south and London, 
where wealth and power are concentrated.

Of course, the buyer of such a T-shirt may not be making 
such open and calculated political decisions about who 
she is and how she wants to be seen. Perhaps she will 
buy it because of the appeal of the immediate spaces 
and places of daily life, and a sense of local history and 
distinctiveness; these things might feel closer, more real 
and tangible than abstract ideas of country, nation or 
Europe. Perhaps she just wants to make people laugh. 
Nevertheless, the histories of these identity positions and 
their influence on people – however conscious – are what 
make the T-shirt come to exist at all, and what give it a 
market.

None of these identities is ‘real’ in a fundamental sense. All 
of them have come about through political and historical 
processes. Feeling patriotic, for example, requires you to 
have a sense of ‘your’ country or nation state. But nation 
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states are relatively new inventions in human history. 
Most nation states are nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
inventions, and segmenting the world into nations is a 
particular way of carving up the globe and making people 
into groups. The historian Eric Hobsbawm was concerned 
to show how nations base their authority on ‘invented 
traditions’ (1983) that appear or claim to be old, but are 
in fact often quite recent in origin. They are ‘invented’ to 
make people feel united as one group that has a long history 
and a specific way of life. National festivals, ceremonies, 
food, music and even clothing, like the Scottish kilt, may 
not be as ‘traditional’ as they seem, meaning that we need 
to think carefully about the symbols and practices of 
‘national heritage’ that seem natural and normal to us.

And where does your ‘region’ or locality begin and end? 
What if its geography, weather and even the history and 
genetic make-up of its residents is very similar to another 
region in another country, on the other side of a border 
or sea? What is it that makes the ‘Geordies’, who might 
buy this T-shirt, feel different from other groups? If you 
read the Oxford Dictionary entry on the word ‘Geordie’ 
(https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/explore/the-origin-
of-geordie) you will see that there is disagreement about 
which localities the term covers, and it can be used in an 
exclusive way to create fierce senses of difference between 
groups. For example, within the local culture of north-
east England, people from Sunderland, which is just ten 
miles from Newcastle, would never be called ‘Geordies’.

What about Europe? As Troels Myrup Kristensen 
shows in his chapter on mapping European space, 
Europe has been a vague and ambiguous entity, and its 
boundaries might seem fuzzy. Parts of Italy and Greece, 
for example, are further south than the northern-
most part of Africa, and it can be difficult to make a 
meaningful geographical division between Europe and 
Asia in the East. Borders do, of course, exist: walls and 
checkpoints regulate flows of people and keep some of 

Multiple Europes

them out. In some ways, it is the EU that has made of 
Europe a clearly bordered patch of the globe (although 
we must remember that not all European countries 
are members of the EU). Nevertheless, refugees in 
desperate conditions often negotiate not just legal but 
also physical obstacles, such as the dangerous crossing 
of the Mediterranean Sea. But as well as through its 
natural and legislative borders, Europe is ‘made’ through 
other processes too: what politicians and newspapers 
say, what you might be taught in school about Europe 
in history, geography and other subjects (as Lia Galani 
discusses in her chapter), or the story told in a museum 
exhibition (as Susannah Eckersley discusses in hers). 
A key problem here is that this making of Europe isn’t 
always coherent: how people view Europe’s history 
and peoples can differ strongly, sometimes violently, 
and in many ways, there are different ‘Europes’ being 
made all the time. 

One Europe, for example, is strongly related to the 
history of what we now call the European Union 
(formerly the European Community), fashioned in 
part to reduce the likelihood of a recurrence of the 
horrors of World War II, an event which affected 
everyone in Europe and is sometimes seem to 
provide a common frame of memory. Sometimes, the 
Holocaust – in which millions of Jewish people and 
other minorities (Roma, Sinti, homosexuals, people 
with disabilities and others) were murdered by the 
Nazi regime and its allies. This is sometimes called 
the ‘negative founding myth’ of Europe (Pakier and 
Stråth 2010) – negative because this is a beginning 
that was full of tragedy, so that the European Union is 
fashioned as a machine of peace, fulfilling a promise 
of ‘never again’ by encouraging nation states to work 
together and to share common interests rather than to 
fight or compete with one another for resources.

But World War II means different things to different 
groups. Some, like those who suffered under Soviet 
Communism, can feel that their histories are not 
recognised in this story. We should also think critically 
about the ‘Never Again’ idea, in particular after the 
Balkans War in the 1990s, whose tragic events the 
EU and international efforts could do little to halt. 
Today, with the passing of generations, the meanings 
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of the World War II change, and some have argued 
that we have forgotten the terrible stories of history. 
Sometimes, today’s populist political actors encourage 
a kind of exclusive, nationalist identity that can look 
quite similar to 1930s National Socialism in Germany 
or Fascism in Italy, when powerful leaders used ideas 
of racial purity and superiority to justify violent hatred 
of others. It is over 70 years since the end of the War: 
do we still ‘learn its lessons’? Do people born in the 
21st century, who have less personal connection to the 
War, feel about it as previous generations have done?

Other Europes go back a lot further in time, for example 
to the Hellenistic antiquity of what are now countries 
such as Greece, Italy and Turkey, to the Renaissance 
or to the Enlightenment. So, we may ask: are these 
‘Europes’ valid for everyone? Is it really the civilisation 
of 5th Century BCE Athens that gives us a distinctive 
Europeanness? Given the size and diversity of Europe’s 
territories and histories, that seems like a strange idea! 
But sometimes just such ideas become influential. 
Neither the ancient Greeks nor the Romans made it to 
what is now Denmark, so the country has no remains 
or heritage sites connected to these civilisations. And 
yet, because the Danish intellectual and artistic elite 
were interested in Greek and Roman antiquity in the 
eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it is 
now an important part of the school curriculum. We 
might ask why a remote and distant civilisation became 
so important as to be taught to every schoolchild, what 
values it was used to promote, how it fashioned Danish 
identity, and why other histories were left out of sight.

For some, Europe is fundamentally different from the 
rest of world because of Christianity. The idea that 
Europe is Christian has, of course, much to recommend 
it because of the architectural, artistic and cultural 
legacies of the religion that visibly characterise so many 
land and cityscapes. But here too, groups understand 
things differently. Some far and moderate right-wing 
groups, for example, insist on the idea of Christian 
Europe as a way of excluding Muslims and fomenting 
islamophobia. Such groups have sometimes played on 
people’s fears of Islamic terrorism and the arrival of 
migrants – particularly refugees – in European space, 
as threats to European identities and ways of life. Over 

2015 and 2016, at the height of the Refugee Crisis, 
the president of Hungary, Viktor Orbán, opposed 
the ‘quota’ emergency plan designed by the European 
Commission to distribute refugees across EU member 
states. He warned in a speech that ‘‘We may lose our 
European values, our very identity, by degrees like the 
live frog allowing itself to be slowly cooked to death in a 
pan of water.’ (http://www.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-
minister/the-pr ime-minister-s-speeches/pr ime-
minister-viktor-orban-s-address-in-par l iament-
before-the-start-of-daily-business20160912) But 
what do you think he meant by ‘European values? Was 
he ‘being European’? Why did many prominent EU 
leaders and politicians disagree with him? Or was he 
appealing to the idea of Europe to keep Muslims, or 
just refugees, out of Hungary?

As a curious counterpoint to Orbán’s statement, what 
is now Hungary actually has a Muslim past, as it was 
part of the Ottoman Empire from 1541 to 1699. Some 
of its most high-profile historic buildings and cultural 
practices, such as public bathing, come from this time. 
The sociologist Gerard Delanty has written about how 
Europe is, in a sense, ‘non-European’, because its history 
is so intertwined with other parts of the world (2018). 
We might also think about the historic Muslim presence 
of Anadalusia (once called Al-Andalus, or سُلَدْنأل) in 
what is now Spain, or of the journeys of Viking traders 
to and from what is now Turkey, of Venetian Marco 
Polo to and from China – and so on for many other 
possible examples – to question the idea that Europe 
has developed by itself, without outside influence, and 
must somehow be protected from ‘otherness’. This also 
concerns Europe’s historic and exploitative relations 
with former colonies, which, for many European people 
count as a ‘difficult heritage’: ‘a past that is recognised 
as meaningful in the present but that is also contested 
and awkward for public reconciliation with a positive, 
self-affirming contemporary identity’ (Macdonald 
2009: 1). (In this view, not all European history and 
heritage is something to be proud of.) Likewise, the 
refugee crisis is sometimes presented in the news as 
a contemporary event that just happened, almost as if 
it were a natural disaster that couldn’t be predicted or 
stopped. But here too, European involvement in the 
Middle East, not only in recent conflicts but also in 
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Crisis Talk and 
Being Critical

Over recent years, there has been much talk of a ‘European 
crisis’. This is not just one kind of crisis but many 
interlinked problems, such as the financial crisis and the 
refugee crisis, which are the focus of later chapters by 
Ayşe Tecmen and Ayhan Kaya in this e-book. These crises 
are connected to a crisis of identity and memory, when 
different parties fight over what it means to be European, 
in relation to a number of interrelated questions:

 o Do people in Europe have a common history 
and heritage? If so, how has this made people ‘European’, 
and how does it make Europe different and unique?
 o Are there any specifically ‘European values’? 
What are they, where do they come from, and what, if 
anything, should be done to protect them?

 o Should Europe be open to outside influences 
or not? What is an outside influence?
 o How, if at all, should Europe be governed?
 o Is Europe fair for everyone, both externally 
and internally? Who are the ‘winners’ of European 
history? Should such countries do more for others, or 
pay more into the EU?
 o How can we deal with the fact that Europe 
can be seen both as one thing and not one thing, since it 
is made up of different nation states with different social, 
cultural and historical features?

A key issue in this context is how people position their 
identities. Someone from north-east England may think 
of herself as European, British, English and Geordie all 
at once. This is a ‘both-and’ position, for one can feel both 
British and European. Or she may choose a narrower 
self-definition and buy the T-shirt that says she has 
rejected every identity position except ‘Geordie’. This is 
an ‘either-or’ position, for it requires her to sign up to be 
either one thing or another, but not both.
Opponents of the EU sometimes suggest that it 
encourages an ‘either-or’ position – a single ‘European’ 
identity that cancels out other identities, particularly 
national ones. But EU policy concerning the history and 
culture of Europe often says something else. Article 151 
of the ‘Maastricht’ Treaty of 1992, designed to integrate 
the European Community (now the EU), states that: 

The Community shall contribute to the flowering of 
the cultures of the Member States, while respecting 
their national and regional diversity and at the same 
time bringing the common cultural heritage to 
the fore. (https://europa.eu/european-union/sites/
europaeu/files/docs/body/treaty_on_european_
union_en.pdf )

This is a balancing act that tries to allow for ‘both-and’ 
positions: it suggests that there is a ‘common cultural 
heritage,’ but that one can also respect and encourage 
‘national and regional diversity’. Do you think that this is 
possible? The EU motto – Unity in Diversity – encapsulates 
this paradox too. The critical question is indeed whether 
we can celebrate both ‘unity’ and ‘diversity’, since it seems 
that attempts to create a sense of common identity very 
often backfire and cause disagreement and conflict. This 
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nineteenth- and twentieth-century events such as the 
French government of Syria after World War I, has 
indirectly shaped today’s international relations and 
contemporary situations.
In the CoHERE project we use the term crossings to help 
to challenge a boundaried, territorial and static idea of 
Europe and the European past. This means looking 
at ‘Europe’ as not limited to itself, as transactional 
and made as much of vicissitude, movements and 
encounters as it is of purpose and patches of land 
and sea. People’s migrations and travels are a case 
in point: humans have always travelled around the 
globe and interacted, and Europe has a long history 
of emigration and immigration. But this does not 
stop some groups from thinking that migration into 
Europe is new, that it is a problem for the way things 
‘have always been’, and that the influx of refugees will 
negatively change culture and society. Europe and the 
rest of the world have always been interconnected, 
interacting and, in some way, made of one another. 
What does that mean for ‘feeling European’? 
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shows precisely that we don’t all feel the same identity, or 
feel connected to the past in the same way. Perhaps my 
heritage is not yours, and one group’s ‘collective memory’ 
contrasts with others, so that we even disagree about 
what happened in the past and why, who profited most, 
who perpetrated most violence, who suffered the most, 
who is to blame, and what all of this means for our lives 
today.

This leads to another identity position: ‘us-vs-them’, 
which is when one group sees itself as fundamentally 
different from another, with a different history, culture, 
different values, perhaps even with different genetic and 
racial character. Sometimes, the ‘us’ group feels that its 
culture, memory and heritage are ‘right’, and need to be 
protected from attack from ‘them’.

In some of our research we have been trying to understand 
these identity dynamics, by interviewing political party 
members, and visitors to heritage sites and museums. It is 
too early for us to talk about overall trends, but we have 
heard ‘either-or’, ‘both-and’ and ‘us-them’ positions, as 
well as some others too – people who feel European but 
not part of the EU; people who feel European but would 
prefer a smaller, northern, wealthier EU that doesn’t 
have to support the weaker, ‘more corrupt’ economies 
of the European south; people whose religious, gender, 
political or sexual identity is more important that ‘feeling 
European’; even people who ‘feel Viking’, a thousand 
years after the Viking age. Whatever their feelings, many 
of these people relied on understandings of history and 
heritage to define themselves and make their arguments 
about what the future should look like. For some of them, 
a sense of living in a state of crisis was also an important 
part of their thinking about Europe. This brings us back to 
the idea of ‘European Crisis’ introduced at the beginning 
of this chapter.

A crisis is a time of ‘intense difficulty and danger’ as 
the Oxford English Dictionary puts it, where a ‘critical 
situation or problem has ‘the potential to become 
disastrous’. But there are other layered meanings to the 
word. In the past, ‘crisis’ was used for moments when stark 
alternatives came into view - right or wrong, salvation 
or damnation, life or death, where one thing or another 
would come to pass (Koselleck 2006). Crisis is, in this 

sense, a crucial point, a crossing from one condition to 
another. Crisis is also about time, for, like the Refugee 
Crisis or the Financial Crisis it ‘comes from somewhere’ 
and has roots in past events. There was also a time before 
crisis that we may think of as better than the present. This 
can lead us to look to the past, to revert to the ‘good old 
days’ to solve contemporary problems and make a better 
future. But that can mean turning back the clock, resisting 
change and romanticising the past, forgetting all of its 
negative aspects.

For many people, crisis is upsetting (Eder 2014: 221). 
People and institutions struggle to deal with it and one 
of its effects is to induce people to try to make sense of 
things. However, some populist politicians and newsmedia 
outlets take advantage of this by both playing on people’s 
fears and identifying the ‘real culprits’ of crisis – perhaps 
the migrants, or indeed the EU itself – to provide easy 
targets for blame in situations that are actually full of 
complexity and history. One of the original meanings of 
‘crisis’ relates to illness. It can be strangely comforting for 
people who are very ill to have a diagnosis, even if the 
diagnosis is bad. In a similar way, it can be comforting to 
identify the causes of problems that affect our lives and to 
conjure up an enemy against whom we can react. Heritage 
– what we value about the past, and seek to preserve in the 
present for the future – often comes into play as groups 
define themselves, identifying what makes them special 
and distinct, and what might be lost if things don’t go 
their way.

Heritage can be an important part of social and cultural 
life that gives us a sense of meaning, and of where we 
‘fit’ in place and time. It can bring us together, but it 
can also be used to drive us apart. One of the aims of 
the CoHERE project is to encourage greater criticality 
and historical awareness in thinking about crisis, being 
wary of exaggerations, invented traditions, romantic 
ideas about history, and the ways in which the past is 
used for political purposes, either to create a fictitious 
sense of unity or to augment social tension – even to 
justify violence. Critical thinking means that we need to 
recognize problems (or, indeed, crises) and see them for 
what they are – that is, not necessarily as others present 
them to us. We must consider how problems and crises 
have arisen, how they appear to different parties, and why. 
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This helps to understand why certain groups behave as 
they do, and what is at stake for them in their beliefs about 
the past. We also check the evidence or assumptions and 
values behind assertions, and try to discern the logic (or 
lack of it) behind arguments. Based upon what we find 
out, we must be willing to change our personal beliefs 
about things and even our identities. We do all of this not 
just for ourselves, but in order to make things better in 
some way, for example by trying to build understandings 
that create better conditions for peace. We hope that this 
e-book will engage you to think critically, historically and 
reflexively about your own ‘identity positioning’ and help 
you to understand more about the making of Europe, 
past, present and future.    
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This digital game is designed as a part of the e-book, which 
was prepared for Work Package 5 (WP5) of the EU-
funded Horizon 2020 project titled “Critical Heritages: 
performing and representing identities in Europe”. 

1
 

WP5 is led by Professor Troels Myrup Kristensen and 
researchers from Aarhus University, with Dr. Lia Galani 
and researchers from University of Athens, Professor 
Ayhan Kaya and researchers from Istanbul Bilgi University, 
and researchers from the Latvian Academy of Culture. 

WP5 titled “Education, heritage, and identities” focuses 
on the role of both formal and informal education in 
identities. Education, heritage and identities develops best 
practices in the production and transmission of European 
heritages and identities within two sectors that face 
challenges in an age of immigration and globalization, 
namely education and cultural heritage production. It 
explores how European identity is shaped through formal 
and informal learning situations both in and outside the 
classroom with the purpose of enhancing school curricula 
and informal learning at heritage sites by integrating 
innovative technologies and including multicultural 
perspectives.

Digital games have become central to both formal and 
informal education. With that in mind, we explored the 
suitable ways of designing a game on heritage to illustrate 
that while tangible and intangible heritage are considered 
separate categories, the distinction is not rigid. In selecting 
and collecting the different heritage assets for EU 
countries, we frequently explored the UNESCO website. 
As the game will illustrate, heritage is a comprehensive 
term that encompasses music, dance, crafts, literature, 
arts, architecture, festivals, reenactments as well as other 
significant elements of national and European memory. 
Sometimes these elements are shared by various European 
countries, thus becoming a part of their shared memory. In 
some of cases, certain elements can be a part of European 
collective memory, which transcends national boundaries 
thereby becoming a component of European heritage and 
identity.

Let’s meet our 
explorer…
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In the game “Europe in a Museum”, is the main 
protagonist, Liliana James. Liliana is a young, 16 year old 
explorer. She lives in Peru, where her parents used to live 
with her. As archeologists, they had to travel abroad but 
before they moved away permanently, they were among the 
archeologists who discovered the ancient city deep in the 
Amazonian rainforest. 

The day of the discovery was the first time that Liliana had 
joined them on an adventure. It was her lucky day and on 
that day, she fell in love with their work. After that, she 
decided to become an explorer, and an archeologist just like 
her parents. Liliana had never travelled anywhere before. 
She had never been anywhere except for Peru due to her 
parents’ worries. Her parents were very protective of her 
because she is their only child. She respected their worries, 
but her dream has always been to travel to a destination that 
fused a continent together. Now, it is her mission to learn 
about every single country in the world, and to discover 
what our ancients left behind. Liliana believes in a bright 
and beautiful future for which we need to explore and learn 
our past.

Instructions on 
the game

“Europe in a Museum” is comprised of many visuals, 
which is significant to national cultures as well as 
European culture. The objective of the game is to 
learn the significance of these visuals through multiple 
choice, fill in the blanks, True or False questions. The 
descriptions for these visuals are located at the bottom 
of the screen. The descriptions were obtained from 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation’s (UNESCO) lists for tangible heritage 
and intangible heritage. If you find the correct answer, 
you can move to the next frame. You can check the 
descriptions to see if your answer is correct.

Let’s play the 
game: 
http://criticalheritage.bilgi.edu.tr/ 
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and 
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The following animation has been prepared to address 
key issues about the EU that we discuss in this e-book. 
These include the significance of diversity, and tolerance 
to European culture and identity, as well as the current 
rhetoric surrounding the refugee crisis. This video is 
essential to understanding Europe’s current socio-
cultural concerns because it also discusses the populist 
political discourse that poses a threat to the values 
embedded in European heritage.
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Introduction
Where is Europe? At first glance, this seems a 
basic and easy question. Indeed, some would say 
that consulting any atlas or map would settle the 
issue satisfactorily. Yet, the definition of Europe in 
spatial terms goes to the heart of current and long-
running discussions on European identity. After all, 
lines on a map that define a country or a continent 
do not necessarily define people’s identities or 
sense of belonging. The question thus touches 
upon much more complex issues, such as how space 
more generally intersects with identity, as well as 
the technical discussion of how to represent (map, 
visualize, imagine) space in the first place. The 
question also has considerable historical depth, given 
that borders – lines that distinguish ‘us’ f rom ‘them’ 
– have been variously drawn throughout European 
history. Today, when the crossing and policing of 
borders count as some of the most contested issues 
in European politics, the issue has become even more 
urgent. In short, what seems to be an easy question 
of basic geography in fact reveals many important 
layers of Europe’s long and complex history, as well 
as aspirations for both its present and future. 

This chapter introduces some fundamental ways of 
mapping Europe, their history, and some reflections 
on how different maps reveal particular configurations 
of European identity and impact the way that we 
understand history. The second part looks at the 
changing meanings of European borders, while the 
third turns to the increased relevance of many of the 
issues outlined here in the current climate of ‘crisis’ 
that affects many aspects of European society and 
culture.

In the fifth century BC, the Greek historian Herodotus 
(from Halikarnassos, modern Bodrum in Turkey) divided 
the world into three parts: Europa (named after a princess 
from Phoenicia, located in modern-day Lebanon), Asia, 
and Libya (a name that was used to refer roughly to what 
is modern Africa, although the precise definition was 
debated). His work, the Histories, stands at the beginning 
of a 2500-year old story of constructing territorial or 
spatial identity, although arguably the story could be traced 
even further back into prehistory. Yet Herodotus also 
complicated this division of the known world territories 
and their gendered names, writing that: “I cannot conceive 
why three names [i.e. Asia, Europe and Africa], and 
women’s names especially, should ever have been given 
to a tract which is in reality one, nor why the Egyptian 
Nile and the Colchian Phasis [a reference to the Don river 
in modern Russia] should have been fixed upon for the 
boundary lines; nor can I even say who gave the three tracts 
their names, or whence they took the epithets”. Herodotus 
here acknowledges the deep, even mythical origins of this 
particular configuration of geography, and expresses some 
concern about the arbitrary and confusing nature of such 
borders between different parts of the world. Indeed, today 
we do not take the Nile as the division line between the 
continents of Africa and Asia. Although Herodotus was 
familiar with visual representations of the world – indeed 
he criticized some of them in his work – his geography of 
the known world remained a textual narrative, as much 
ethnography as history. 

While space can be represented in many different 
ways, maps are today among the most common 

1.
Europe as Space: 
A Very Brief 
History of 
Spatial Identity
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media that we use to navigate the world. Such maps 
traditionally show Europe at the centre of the world 
on a flat two-dimensional plane. The earliest map of 
this kind can be traced back to the sixth century BC. 
This early map is all but lost to us, but it likely had just 
two continents, reflecting the binary understanding 
of the world that was common in early Greek 
philosophy and science. We are much more familiar 
with the later map created by Ptolemy (AD 90-170), 
who worked in the famous library in Alexandria, 
the metropolitan melting pot located in modern 
Egypt that was founded by Alexander the Great 
during his campaigns in the late fourth century BC. 
Alexandria flourished under the Ptolemaic dynasty 
of Hellenistic rulers, who founded the library that 
collected works f rom all over the ancient world and 
hosted a series of distinguished scholars. Ptolemy’s 
work, Geographia (Geography), contains a carefully 
outlined thesis of how to represent the oikoumene 

Figure 1. Fifteenth-century map of the world, based on Ptolemy’s Geographica (WikiMedia Commons).

(an ancient Greek word that means the ‘inhabited 
world’). His text, containing topographical tables 
that allowed readers to draw up a map themselves, 
was updated in the following centuries. Sadly, the 
map itself does not survive, but we have a reliable 
idea of how it would have looked f rom tenth-century 
Arabic descriptions (Figure 1). A Byzantine copy, 
dated to the late fourteenth century and now in the 
British Library, is also widely believed to be a reliable 
representation of Ptolemy’s map. It shows only the 
northern hemisphere, surrounded by seas, and marks 
out the world as it was known to the Romans in the 
first century AD, showing Europe (as far north as 
Shetland), Africa (down to its eastern coast), and 
Asia (all the way to China). This map remained the 
standard for several centuries and counts as one of 
the most striking achievements of the ancient world. 
The science and art of making maps was developed 
further in Renaissance Europe, where highly creative 
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and sometimes even allegorical representations of 
territory were produced. Ptolemy’s map, however, 
remained the basis of many of these. It is worth noting 
that these unique maps were precious objects, produced 
as highly expensive, diplomatic gifts. A particularly 
interesting example, which is now in the Vatican 
Library in Rome, was drawn by Opicinus de Canistris 
in the 14th century. It represents Europe as female – 
with Spain as the head and the archipelago of Venice 
as the genitalia. In contrast, Africa is male. As we saw 
earlier with Herodotus, who could not explain why all 
three continents known to him had feminine names, 
the gendering of space and geography has a very long 
history.

With the invention of printing technology, maps 
became more commonly available. The first print 
edition of Ptolemy’s map was made in Bologna in 
1477. Areas of the world that had been little or entirely 
unknown to the Greeks and Romans were added, for 

example Scandinavia and Greenland, both depicted 
in considerable detail in a map made by Nicolaus 
Germanus and produced in Ulm (Germany) in 1482. 
With the European “discovery” of the New World, new 
continents were quickly added to the maps in circulation 
and became a way of highlighting European dominion 
over new colonies. In 1508, Francesco Rosselli produced 
a map of the known world that included parts (although 
not yet the entirety) of South and North America, as 
well as the Antarctic. The “empty” spaces on the map 
were thus being filled in one at a time.

The long-running traditions of map-making described 
here essentially still influence the way maps are produced 
in the modern world. Indeed, some maps produced in 
Renaissance Italy seem remarkably familiar to us. There 
are, of course, also many differences in terms of accuracy 
as well as the materials from which maps are made. 
Increasingly, modern maps are now electronic rather 
than printed on paper. Many people are also very 
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2.
Borders: 
Mapping Us and 
Them
The previous section showed clearly that maps are 
anything but a neutral technology that simply represents 
the world as it is. Rather, they are cultural products 
that reflect particular worldviews and the concerns 
of contemporary society and any given culture. This 
section digs a little deeper into this issue by looking 

much aware of the limitations of maps, including 
the repercussions of representing a round and three-
dimensional physical object on a flat, two-dimensional 
plane. This long history of map-making explains 
why many maps in use today still show Europe as 
the centre of the world. An Australian-made map on 
display in the House of European History, Brussels, 
turns this picture upside down and represents the 
world as seen f rom the southern hemisphere. Such 
maps are known as ‘South-up’ or ‘reversed’ maps, and 
are often used to reveal the cultural biases inherent 
in commonly used maps. The way that we map and 
represent the world thus reveals in many cases a very 
particular Euro-centrism that can be traced back at 
least 2500 years in time.
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at the politics of drawing lines on map to demarcate 
territories, which is a signature of the modern nation 
state. Of course, borders are not simply abstract lines 
on a map. As physical and mental boundaries, they 
serve to separate ‘us’ from ‘them’. In this way, they have 
served to indicate identities that are closely tied to the 
nation state.

However, in the long view of history, borders are far 
from natural and static. Quite the opposite in fact, as 
they have moved back and forth between individual 
countries over time, indicating just how complex the 
notion of territory really is. A brief look at maps of 
Europe at different points over the course of the last 
one thousand years demonstrates this very clearly. In 
fact, throughout European history, the act of drawing 
boundaries between countries has been responsible for 
conflict and wars, and is therefore a significant part of 
the continent’s ‘dark’ heritage that ultimately led to the 
two world wars. The region of Alsace-Lorraine is a case 
in point. It moved back and forth between Germany 
and France across several centuries, and was fought over 
repeatedly in both the 19th and 20th centuries. Today, 
the region remains linguistically and culturally mixed. 
The modern border between Denmark and Germany 
represents an equally complex situation. It did not find 
its current form until 1920 after more than a century 
of wars and, finally, a referendum that asked residents 
to choose which of the two they wanted to belong. 
After its independence from the Ottoman Empire in 
1830, the boundaries of the modern Greek state also 
fluctuated repeatedly over the course of the next one 
hundred years, in response to the fact that there were 
Greek populations in many other parts of the eastern 
Mediterranean that remained under Ottoman rule. It 
was only after the Greek-Turkish War of 1919-1922 that 
the concept of megali idea (the “great idea”, that aimed 
to include all territories with Greek populations) was 
abandoned. This was followed by a massive population 
exchange between Turkey and Greece that involved the 
uprooting of close to 2 million people. At one level, 
this conflict thus represents some of the difficulties in 
equating territory with a national identity, a language 
or a culture.

To some people, such cases of border wars and conflicts 

may seem remote from current issues in society. 
However, the difficulties of drawing lines on maps – and 
even just defining Europe in spatial terms – also reflect 
the complex politics of the present. Mapping involves 
making hard decisions about what to include and how 
to represent it. In the case of Europe, should Turkey be 
included? Should Russia? Different spatial definitions 
of Europe reveal different perceptions of European 
identity. Many borders are still disputed and claimed 
by different nations, making map-makers’ tasks more 
difficult. Should Cyprus be represented as a divided 
territory, and if so, how? Google (and other providers 
of online maps) occasionally get into trouble for (not) 
recognizing particular territories, such as Palestine.

Yet, maps that attempt to capture present geography 
are not the only source of controversy. Those that 
relate to the representation of the past add a further 
political dimension. In the early 20th century, German 
archaeologist Gustaf Kossinna set out to define the 
homeland (‘Heimat’) of the German people on the 
basis of archaeological artefacts. In this way, he not 
only effectively mapped out the past, but also made 
a cultural claim to a present and future territory. He 
equaled ethnicity with the right to particular territories 
– a notion that later became a central, tragic component 
in Nazi propaganda, and came to justify the Third 
Reich’s invasion of neighbouring countries. This is 
an extreme case that shows how maps can be used for 
political means.

Borders remain a difficult and contested issue in 
contemporary Europe. With EU expansion and the 
desire for free movement of goods and people, active 
measures were taken to make borders more fluid, or 
even indistinct. Of these, the most visible was the 
Schengen Area, established in 1995 and currently 
consisting of 26 European states that have abolished 
passport and border control at their mutual borders. 
This form of active ‘transnationalism’ is also visible in 
the construction of a Europe-wide road network of 
motorways, which have ‘E numbers’ and receive multi-
billion euro support from the European Union. Such a 
network of high-speed links across borders effectively 
diminishes the role of national borders and seeks to 
create frictionless, open borders. In the 1990s, the 
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concept of a borderless Europe was a dream-come-true 
for many Europeans who had lived in the shadow of 
the Berlin Wall and the Iron Curtain. Today, border 
fences and walls seem to be coming back into fashion. 
Borders are once again at the top of the political agenda 
in many countries, where there is heated debate on how 
they should be policed.

As we have seen, European borders have a deep-rooted 
heritage, a fact that has surfaced occasionally since the 
introduction of the Schengen Area. When Denmark 
joined Schengen in 2001, Danish police posts on the 
German border were shut down. One was immediately 
purchased by the right-wing nationalistic Danish 
People’s Party for use as a ‘border museum’, a reminder 
that the potency and symbolism of European borders 
is still strong. Indeed recent events, from ‘Brexit ’ to 
the ‘Refugee Crisis’, are evidence that the definition of 
border will continue to be one of the most contested 
issues in 21st century European politics.

As other contributions to this e-book demonstrate in 
more detail, Europe currently faces a series of crises 
in many different areas: immigration, economy, etc. 
Are there any ways in which maps can help us to 
understand, or at least cope with, some of these 

3.
Maps in an Age 
of European 
Crisis: Beyond 
Territory
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crises and overcome the problems that come with the 
practice of mapping itself? In short, does the map 
have a future?

While very few people would answer ‘no’ to this 
last question, maps, as we have seen, have never 
been a neutral or innocent technology. The practice 
of mapping has a long history linked to European 
colonialism and imperialism. In the past, maps were 
expensive to make and only available to very small 
numbers of people. Yet, they have also been used in 
highly creative ways, for example, in literary fiction. 
In his famous short story first published in 1946, ‘On 
Exactitude in Science’, the Argentinian writer Jorge 
Luis Borges describes an empire in which the science 
of cartography had become so exact that a 1:1 map 
was created. In other words, the representation of the 

world in the end became the lived world. Maps are 
also an effective means of constructing fictive worlds 
in which alternate universes can unfold, the best-
known example being the significant role of maps in 
Tolkien’s books.

In the 21st century, the practice of mapping 
has radically changed with the advance of new 
technologies and mobile communication. Today 
maps are seemingly everywhere, built into mobile 
phones and cars. These technologies have also 
facilitated new ways of making and using maps, 
through online services and a rich variety of new 
digital tools. Maps remain an important mode of 
visualizing information of all kinds, such as in the 
Atlas of European Values, first published in 2005, 
that attempts to map European values. It is 
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now available in seven languages online: http://
www.atlasofeuropeanvalues.eu/. Increasingly, more 
creative and artistic ways of using and creating 
maps have also become available. For example, 
the Museum of Modern Art ’s ‘Maps, Borders, and 
Networks’ website invites users to take inspiration 
f rom artists in their own map-making endeavours: 
h t tps : / /www.moma.org/ l ea rn/moma_lea rn ing/
themes/maps-borders-and-networks. Another form 
of such identity maps are the Vid-Maps, currently 
being developed as part of the CoHERE project. 
These will allow students to create their own maps 
to illustrate their own particular identities. Maps 
thus remain an important tool for understanding 
the world in which we live.

4.
Conclusion: 
Map-Making is 
Sense-Making

Hopefully, this short chapter has shown that the 
practice of mapping has never only been a question of 
representation or exactitude, of trying to depict the 
world as it is, even if these issues are important and 
have a very long history, as we saw. Just as significantly, 
the practice of mapping is a means of making sense 
of the world and of coming to terms with similarity 
and difference. Even if they are flawed and imperfect 
in different ways, maps remain a fundamental part 
of understanding our own place in the world. This 
is evident, for example, in the prominence of maps 
showing Europe’s place in the world in the newly 
opened House of European History in Brussels.
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Introduction
The “8thContinent” or the ‘Lifejacket Graveyard’ or the 
‘Mountain of Misery’: A hard-hitting picture from the Greek 
island of Lesbos, a picture which did the rounds through 
both BBC news and the Yorgos Zois short film in the 2017 
Biennale movie festival. Behind the life jackets we can “see” 
millions of people of all ages and genders from mainly Syria, 
Afghanistan and Iraq, but also from Eritrea, Morocco, Sudan, 
Pakistan, Iran. They arrive in Europe by sea, via Greece, Italy 
or Malta, seeking international protection, and hoping for a 
better life. Some, according to the United Nation’s Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR), are fleeing war, violence, and persecution 
in their country of origin, some have been stopped at the 
borders because they are not officially refugees, some have 
already started new lives in Europe, and some are stuck, 
unable to move forward and unwilling or unable to return.

The attitude of European countries and the European 
Union (EU) is under scrutiny. Most EU member states try 
to help by providing cash to those European countries at the 
southern frontiers for the refugees, but it seems they ignore 
the migrants themselves. There is neither dialogue nor plans 
on how to treat these people. As the Guardian newspaper 
remarks “Europeans feel a duty to help refugees – but not 
in their own countries” (https://www.theguardian.com/
news/datablog/2015/oct/30/european-attitudes-towards-
refugees-poll-eu).

The picture presented (Figure 1) provides a standard 
‘geographical’ account, and therefore “works” as a text. Each 
life jacket might be a layer that can tell us a story about space 
and time. However, these jackets are not the only ones. In 
the EU today we can find many different “mountains of 
misery” which directly affect Europeans’ lives as a result of the 
economic crisis, environmental problems, unemployment, 
etc. Through “description” of the colours and landscape of all 
these pictures, and from pictures of Europe as a utopia (an 
ideal place to live), we can recognise a number of physical 
and human observations and processes, and transmit 
concepts that are used frequently by geographers; a “sense” of 
the “place” and “history”, of spatial and human relations, of 
networks, and of the role that the EU plays in crucial issues 
that Europe faces.

For the general public, Geography is connected to maps 
and/or encyclopaedic knowledge of maps, to countries and 
their capitals, as well as the names of the longest rivers or 
the highest mountains in the world.

Although all these are very important, studying geography 
at school or university is much more. Having studied 
Geography, people are obliged to explain Earth as a system, 
but also the relations between humans and environment, or 
between humans in space and time.

1.
Geography and 
Geography 
Education

24

Figure 1. “The 8th continent” – a mountain of lifejackets in Lesvos island, Greece

https://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2015/oct/30/european-attitudes-towards-refugees-poll-eu
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2.
Europe and EU 
in Geography 
Education
The questions emerging from the previous paragraph 
are: How are Europe and the EU defined in terms of 
geography? Do people who use both terms describe the 
same region with the same characteristics? 

In everyday life, and in many articles and interviews, the 
use of “Europe” and “European Union” are confused. Both 
terms are sometimes used to express the same region, 
while they indicate two different entities. 

Europe is increasingly a continent, a region with similar 
geomorphological characteristics lying in the western 
part of Eurasian plate. This region is marked by cultural 
diversity, multilingualism and foreign-born populations. 
Prats & Raventos state (2005) that “Europe is “a dynamic 
plurality of ideas and rhythms which aspire to find 
common ground within a framework of diversity” 

“The so-called Old Continent forms an essential and inherent 
part of the universal history of culture and to some extent has 
dictated its rhythm and tempo. It has been one of its great 
inspirations and driving forces. Without Europe, this cultural 
progression would be difficult to understand….” remarks 
Javier Vergara (2007, p.15).

The EU is a political and economic association of 27 
countries in Europe (28 before Brexit). Its creation 
became a necessity and was based on the political and 
economic situation in Europe following World War II. 
The Union can be characterised as “a patchwork of states 
with many different ethnic traditions and histories of conflict 
and competition”. All these different Member States 
have to overcome many concerns in order to obtain 
a defragmented Europe (the subsidization of poorer 
members by the richer, the balance of power between 

According to the definition in National Geography 
Standards 1994 “Geography is not a collection of arcane 
information. Rather, it is the study of special aspects of human 
existence. It is an integrative discipline that brings together the 
physical and human dimensions of the world in the study of 
people, places and environments. Its subject matter is Earth’s 
surface and the processes that shape it, the relationship between 
people and environments, and the connections between people 
and places.” (Geography for Life, National Geography 
Standards 1994, p. 18)

Some of the topics that Geography deals with are also topics 
of History, Humanities and Science, seen from a different 
perspective. While scientists are  concerned with process, 
historians with time, humanists with ethics and aesthetics, 
geographers are concerned with space (Gersmehl, P. 2008, p. 7).

Geographic Education is the transformation of the 
scientific content (content knowledge) into school content, 
perspectives, concepts, skills and into forms that are 
pedagogically powerful and correspond to the variation 
of abilities and the background of the students. Bucat 
(2005, p. 2) comments that “there is a vast difference between 
knowing about a topic” (content knowledge) “and knowledge 
about the teaching and learning of that topic” (pedagogical 
content knowledge). According to NCGE (http://ncge.
org) “A high-quality geographic education requires students to 
participate in doing geography. Whether it be reading maps, 
asking geographic questions, or displaying data, students learn 
to master unique skills that are not explicitly taught in other 
disciplines. One of the most important ways to learn geography 
is to venture beyond the classroom to conduct field work. Here 
students learn to read the landscapes of local (or faraway) 
environments and identify spatial patterns observable in 
everyday life.”
Historically, Geography is one lesson (the other two being 
History and Citizenship) which represented the state’s most 
formal and direct means of creating citizens and shaping 
young people’s identities. In Geographic Education space 
and place play a crucial role.  For Geographers, Space and 
Place “are dialectically structured in human environmental 
experience, since our understanding of space is related to the 
places we inhabit, which in turn derive meaning from their 
spatial context” (Seamon & Sowers, 2008, p.44). Places are 
human creation and a geo-literate person must understand 
their “birth”, their evolution and their meaning.



Germany, France and UK (before Brexit), the case of 
Turkey and the right or not to join the EU, respect in 
history of the different nations). “The Union is founded on 
the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy, 
equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including 
the rights of persons belonging to minorities. These values are 
common to the Member States in a society in which pluralism, 
non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality 
between women and men prevail.” (Official Journal of the 
European Union, 2007 p.11)

The understanding of these two terms is the starting 
point of Europeanness, and the role of education in this 
is especially important. As Llobera (2001, p.169-194) 
noticed, “Education is obviously one of the crucial dimensions 
in any attempt to develop a future European Identity or at 
least more understanding and convergence among Europeans. 
If the school made the nation, it should also be the key factor 
of promoting Europeanness” (the quality or fact of being 
European  - having European identity, or having or 
sharing a European heritage and culture). It is appropriate 
here to quote from Vergara (2007): “Europe is constantly 
working towards a common identity, which, from the point 
of view of human diversity (both individual and collective), 
should have as the basis and intangible beginning of the old 
and yet new European identity mankind and its individual, 
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social and transcendent rights. [...] Europeanness is a quality 
far richer than any unilateral reductionism brought about by 
modernity. Above all, it is a way of being and acting, which 
has had, as the non-renounceable basis of its construction and 
historical identity, mankind and its moral, intellectual and 
transcendent character.” (Vergara p. 15-22)
However, the manner of structuring curricula varies 
from country to country within Europe. This variation in 
structure (aims, goals, teaching methodology, assessment, 
etc.) but also in focus (local, national, regional, international, 
etc.) reflects variations in curriculum culture.

The promotion of the idea of the Europeanness in education 
is a difficult and multi-faceted task, as it lies between 
individual, national and international tensions. Individual 
and national tensions have their roots in everyday life 
(language, origin, gender, faith, social or other groups). 
International tensions reflect the perceptions a person 
has about the world (political, economic, environmental 
etc.). These tensions impact the content of Europeanness 
(European identity and European culture) in the curricula 
of school geography (Figure 2). 

Despite unifying calls from EU institutions and the 
Council of Europe for both a European and an intercultural 
dimension to education (e.g. Council of Europe 2008; 

Figure 2. The promotion of the idea of Europeanness in Education
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Skordoulis, 2017), all EU countries have considerable 
autonomy in the field of education. In order to find out 
if/how the concept of European identity and European 
Heritage is built into School Geography, research was 
conducted by the Department of Education of the 
National and Kapodistrian University of Athens (Karatza, 
Galani & Halkia, 2017). The researchers conducted a 
content analysis of geography curricula, through a case 
study of curriculum content and discourses of compulsory 
schooling in Greece, Spain and UK. The selection of these 
three countries indicates the stresses faced by the EU. 
Greece: a Member State since 1981, in crisis since 2009, 
“Europe’s laboratory” for economic experiments, a new 
immigration host; The UK: a Member State since 1973, 
elected not to adopt the euro, recently went to the polls 
and voted to leave the EU probably because of its failure 
to address the economic problems developing since 2008; 
and finally, Spain: a Member State since 1986, an old 
immigration host, experienced an unemployment rate 
close to 26.2% (in 2013) as a result of its economic crisis, 
a figure which had fallen to 17.22% by the first quarter of 
2017.

The following questions were formulated for the purposes 
of the research: a) Does the concept of a European 

dimension appear in the Geography curricula of Greece, 
England and Spain? b) If so, how are the concepts of 
“Europe”, “European idea” “Peoples of Europe”, the idea 
of “the other”, “Europeanness” represented in the Greek, 
British and Spanish curricula of Geography Education? 
c) Are there references to the difficulties faced by the EU 
and how these may be overcome?
The method used to read and analyse data was content 
analysis, which, according to Krippendorff (2004), aims 
to extract valid conclusions from texts. The texts, in this 
case, were the Geography curricula of the three countries. 
Data included in the curricula (content & corresponding 
aims and activities) concerning Europe, and in particular 
European identity and cultural heritage, were recorded. 
The difficulties the researchers faced were: a) how to study 
the same issues in different cultures and societies, and b) 
how to translate terms so that not to change the meaning 
of the words. 

The units of analysis were references (direct or indirect) to 
the identity of a European citizen and European cultural 
heritage. Finally, in the analysis of the three countries’ 
Geography curricula the aims relevant to European 
identity and cultural heritage were categorized as follows 
(Philippou, 2008) (Figure 3) :

Figure 3. Categories (elements) of Curriculum that regard European Identity and Cultural Heritage 
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In Greece, the subject of Geography is compulsory in 
5th and 6th grades of primary school “Dimotiko”, and 
in 1st and 2nd grades of secondary school, “Gymnasio” 
(four academic years in total). The curricula are drawn up 
by the Institute of Educational Policy - IEP (the former 
Pedagogical Institute) and approved by the Ministry of 
Education. From the analysis and categorization of the 
data it can be concluded that the concepts of European 
identity and cultural heritage are found in few points in 
Greek Geography curricula. It seems that the concept 
of European citizen is recorded through various points 
of view (Government Gazette, 2003): mostly cultural 
(respect for cultural characteristics of European people, 
acceptance of each other, common cultural features among 
European people) economic (sectors of economy and their 
importance for Europe), political (member - states of the 
EU), and fewer historical (references on the evolution 
of the population of Europe through time). Historical 
elements that could help pupils understand that they share 
common roots with European people, such as common 
symbols among Europeans (e.g. Common monetary policy, 
flags), the presence of a legal system that secures basic 
human rights for European citizens, the free movement of 
goods and people, EU values, and European elections are 
all aspects that are absent from Greek Geography, despite 
their potential to facilitate the construction of a European 
identity.

In the UK, curriculum development is not under the 
direct control of the (regional) government and there is 
considerable room for schools to develop rather different 
approaches to European issues. There are National 
Curriculum guidelines (2014), but schools and teachers 
design their curricula for all subjects (including Geography). 
Students are taught Geography at Key Stage 1 (5-7 years 
old), Key Stage 2 (7-11 years old) and Key Stage 3 (11-14 
years old). At Key Stage 4 (14-16 years old), Geography is 
an elective lesson for the GCSE exam. At Key Stage 5 (16-
18 years old) Geography is taught as an optional lesson. 
Subsequently, it is mentioned that “Locational knowledge 
and contextual knowledge of the world’s continents, countries, 
regions and their physical, environmental and human features 
should be developed across the whole specification” and should, 
among others, include the “appreciation of different spatial, 
cultural and political contexts” (2014 National Curriculum).
Therefore, through this process pupils are made aware of the 

cultural context of Europe. However, specific characteristics, 
like respect for different cultures, or the notion of the 
“union” between different peoples, that could result in 
the construction of a European identity are absent. UK 
students who continue their studies at A / AS levels (16-18 
years old) can choose to study  Geography. However, in the 
curriculum there are no references to Europe or the EU. It 
is obvious that the UK curriculum does not aim at, or in 
any way involve, the construction of a European identity or 
the learning and protection of European cultural heritage.

In Spain, the Law of General Ordering of the Educational 
System (LOGSE) “gave a common framework and guidelines 
to a national common structure in the whole educational system.  
This law stated new certificates, grades, and new competencies 
to be achieved in each stage.  Although is a common law for all 
Spain, in some parts there are responsibilities and independence 
in the curricula stated by the department laws, as for instance, 
in the case of Catalonia or País Vasco. This independence gives 
the full responsibilities in curricula, planning, methodologies, 
strategies, didactics, organization and innovation” (Barajas, 
M. & Higueras, E. 2006). Local administrations have the 
power to decide what guidelines have to take into account 
in schools and institutions, and the institutions have the 
last responsibility in how they apply all this laws and 
guidelines. Geography is taught as a compulsory subject 
and is complementary to history (following the French 
school of Geography “Histoire-Geographie”) in the 1st 
cycle (1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th grades) of secondary education 
(ESO), and in Bachillerato (16-18 years old). Spanish 
curricula are organized into contents, evaluation criteria 
and evaluable learning standards. Contents refer to the 
“set of knowledge, skills and attitudes that contribute to the 
achievement of the objectives of each teaching and learning stage 
and the acquisition of skills” (Report on Curriculum for the 
mandatory secondary education in Spain). The evaluable 
learning standards are “specifications of the evaluation criteria 
that define the learning outcomes and specify what the student 
must know, understand and know how to do in each subject”.
In Spanish History-Geography curricula, emphasis is 
placed on elements of European history that are essential 
for students to become aware of the common past of 
European peoples. Facts of Europe’s history, both negative 
(wars, fascism, Nazism, economic crises) and positive 
(cultural movements, artistic movements, and Europe as an 
economic and political union) are mentioned. Less emphasis 



Figure 4. Presentation of Economic Data in Greek and Spanish Geography Curricula
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is put on other features / references that lead to a shaping 
of European identity, such as cultural elements (reference 
to European culture, historical monuments, museums, 
European cultural heritage) and common European policy.

The schemata below show the economic, political, cultural 
and historical data from Greek and Spanish Geography 

curricula. The absence of data from British Geography 
Curricula is explained by the lack of any references to 
Europe or the EU in those curricula.

Figures 4, 5, 6 and 7  are indicative of how data are presenting 
in Greek, Spanish and UK geography curricula.

Figure 5. Presentation of Political Data in Greek and Spanish Geography Curricula



Figure 6. Presentation of Cultural Data in Greek and Spanish Geography Curricula
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Figure 7. Presentation of Historical Data in Greek and Spanish Geography Curricula



This paper aimed to shed light and spark debate on 
the image of the EU in geography curricula and their 
impact on Europeanness. Obviously, the analysis would 
need to be further improved by a comprehensive study 
of additional sources, including school books and the 
symbolic representation of Europe through school maps 
and atlases (school cartography). The analysis of how the 
EU is presenting in school geography curricula, reveals 
some important findings.

Geography is not the only school subject related to the 
construction of knowledge about Europe, European 
identity, European heritage, etc., and while History and 
Citizenship offer a wide area for study on how European 
identity and Europeanness are formed, geography offers a 
canvas which will help students to understand European 
culture and build a European identity and Europeanness 
through the sense of place.

The EU has invested much in culture programs in 
order to inspire people to live and act as Europeans, 
not individuals. Unfortunately, all these programs and 
materials lie in the field of informal education, and it is 
quite difficult to incorporate them into typical education.

The picture of the EU in school geography curricula 
probably reflects more or less the picture that Member 
State citizens have about EU and their nation. The 
findings of the first part of the research in Greek and 
Spanish geography curricula are in agreement with 
finding of other researchers (Faas, 2011; Philippou, 
2008), who state that there is a characteristic nationalism 
and sometimes an ethnocentrism in the curricula of 
history, citizenship and geography of the Member States. 
The notion of Europe in curricula is defined mainly in 
political rather than in cultural terms. This resistance 
to European cultural space is due to many factors; the 

4.
Concluding 
Remarks

negative economy, the cultural effects of neoliberalism 
encouragement of scepticism, and the terrorism that 
augments fears of “the other”, etc.

Research into opinion among people and educators 
confirms that educators support national rather than 
European identity (Papaeconomou, 2014). In 2002, Sean 
Carey mentioned: “The intensity of feelings towards one’s 
country, the level of attachment to the nation and other 
territorial entities, and the fear of other identities and 
cultures encroaching on the dominant national culture. 
Stronger feelings of national identity lead to lower levels 
of support for the EU”.

The official curriculum of each Member State of EU is 
a political and ideological text. It expresses how each 
country faces the EU as a corpus but also how it faces the 
other member countries as “units”. It also legitimatizes 
content, objectives and methods to be used as a guide 
for teachers. While EU society is changing rapidly 
as a result of political, economic and social dynamics, 
“enriched with diverse cultural, linguistic, national and 
socioeconomic characteristics” (Government Gazette 
2003:9), the changes in curricula structure and content 
remain slow. Curriculum planners and policy makers 
should take into account EU strategic plans on culture and 
identity and re-examine Geography curricula to change 
ethnocentric definitions and constructions of Europe. To 
support that, curricula have to move from those which 
impose knowledge and propagate single views of space, 
to curricula which encourage the investigation of the 
space through data collection and holistic approaches. 
Geography curricula should also to be enriched with 
new methodologies and modern topics of Geography 
and support students in acquiring the skills used by 
geographers in order to understand European space, as a 
large community full of varied ethnic needs. Moreover, 
they need to provide strategies to enable young people to 
understand the values that underpin democratic life, to 
better understand their diversity and thus avoid prejudice, 
to analyse and interpret information critically through 
dialogue, to open debate especially on controversial and 
sensitive issues and to encourage students to network, 
learn from each other and look for solutions to common 
and specific issues.
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Introduction
This chapter is an overview of the global financial crisis 
which critically hit the European Union (EU) in the second 
half of the 2000s. We discuss the relevant terminology 
and provide detailed background information on the 
financial integration process leading up to the crisis. This 
includes the establishment on the European Monetary 
Union, the common currency, and the Eurozone. Then we 
discuss some socio-economic outcomes of the crisis, such 
as the European public’s reaction to austerity measures, 
concerns regarding poverty and employment, and the 
decrease in confidence in the EU. 

1.1. 
History of EU Economic 
Integration

European economic integration began in the early 
days of the EU with the Schuman Declaration, which 
was a speech given by the French Foreign Minister, 
Robert Schuman on 9 May 1950 (Fontaine 2000). 
The Declaration stated that the only way to maintain 
peace across Europe was to institute a single economic 
entity. Then, in 1951, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, 
Luxembourg and the Netherlands signed The Treaty of 
Paris, which established the European Coal and Steel 
Community (ECSC), the first step towards European 
integration.

In 1957, the Treaty of Rome, signed by Belgium, France, 
Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Western Germany, 
established The European Economic Community (EEC). 
The Treaty of Rome aimed to create a common market, 
with two main objectives: Elimination of trade barriers, 
and the institution of a common policy in external trade 
with non-member countries. With respect to the first of 
these, by July 1968 all internal tariffs - taxes imposed on 
imported goods and services - were eliminated.

The 1970s were economically challenging because of 
global monetary instability, aggravated by the collapse 
of the Bretton Woods currency agreement (instituted 
after WWII to ensure global economic stability), and the 
1973 and 1979 oil crises (imf.org.2015).  The collapse 
of the Bretton Woods Agreement in 1972 was central 
to Europe’s economic integration, as the Agreement 
established adjustable fixed foreign exchange rates, which 
meant that EU member states’ currencies were fixed at 
a certain level against the United States Dollar (USD). 
The European Monetary System (EMS) was introduced 
in 1979 against this backdrop of economic instability. It 
aimed to stabilize exchange rates, and encourage Member 
States to pursue strict economic policies, enabling them 
to provide mutual support and benefit from the discipline 
imposed by an open economic area. It also initiated the 
idea of a common currency.

1.2. 
European Monetary Union 
and Common Currency: 
Euro and the Eurozone 

In 1988, Jacques Delors, the President of the European 
Commission, convened an ad hoc committee of 
Member States’ central bank governors to propose a 
concrete plan to intensify economic integration. The 
reunification of Germany in 1989, after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall, as well as Britain’s withdrawal f rom 
the EMS in 1992, and different economic conditions 
throughout Europe caused a new crisis. Addressing 
these issues, the Delors Report (Delors 1989) led to 
the signing of the Maastricht Treaty on 7 February 
1992, which established a timeline for the design and 
implementation of the European Monetary Union 
(EMU), successor to the EMS.

The Maastricht Treaty, also called the Treaty on 
European Union, went into effect on 1 November 1993. 
It foresaw the establishment of a monetary union by 
1999, along with common foreign and security policy, 
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and European citizenship. With this Treaty, the EEC 
was renamed the European Community (EC), and 
became the first pillar of the European Union (EU), 
followed by the second pillar (common foreign and 
security policy), and the third pillar (police and judicial 
cooperation in criminal matters). The Treaty set out 
a three-step process for creation of the EMU: First, 
liberalisation of capital movement, second convergence 
of economic policies, and third, establishment of the 
European Central Bank (ECB) and a single currency. 
The EMU also coordinates economic and fiscal 
policies of EU member states, ensures the stability 
of the single market, and supervises and monitors 
financial institutions (Spero and Hart 2010: 47-48).

In 1994, the EU created the European Monetary 
Institute, which became the ECB in 1998, the 
year in which conversion rates between European 
currencies were fixed. The ECB was established to 
design a single monetary policy and interest rate 

across European national central banks. Importantly, 
the ECB was also designed to hold sovereign debt, 
which is a government’s debt issued by a national 
government in foreign currency to finance the issuing 
country’s growth and development. As we will discuss 
in relation to the case of Greece, when the national 
government in debt enters an unstable period, this 
affects its ability to repay its sovereign debt (Arghyrou 
and Kontonikas 2012). At the end of 1998, most EU 
nations unanimously cut their interest rates in order 
to promote economic growth and prepare for the 
implementation of the euro. As per the provisions of 
the EMU, the European common currency, the Euro, 
was launched on 1 January 1999 as a virtual currency 
for cash-less payments and accounting purposes. 
Banknotes and coins were introduced on 1 January 
2002 (Official website of the European Union 2017).

The adoption of the Euro means that countries cannot 
print their own money to pay off government debt or 

35



deficit, or compete with other European currencies. 
Single currency also eliminates fluctuating exchange 
rates and associated costs, enables cross-border trade, 
stabilizes economies, facilitates economic growth and 
diversifies consumer choices. Benefits of the Euro 
include; diversified choices and stable prices for 
consumers, business and market security, economic 
stability and growth, integrated financial markets, 
stronger EU presence in global economy, and a tangible 
sign of a European identity (European Commission 
2017).

As of 2017, the Euro is the official currency in 19 
of 28 EU member countries. The 19 are collectively 
known as the Eurozone: Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, 
Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, 
Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the 
Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Spain. 
Non-Eurozone countries are Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and Sweden. 
Denmark and the United Kingdom have opted out of 
the Eurozone.

1.3. 
Illustrating the EU’s economic 
crisis through the case of 
Greece

In the late 2000s, the global economy experienced one of 
the worst economic crises in history, colloquially known 
as the Great Recession (Temin 2010).  It began with 
recession in the USA, with a downturn in the housing 
market and the loss of mortgage-backed securities and 
derivatives between December 2007 and June 2009 
(Steinkopf Rice and Bond 2013: 211- 212). This triggered 
a global crisis starting in 2008.

In the EU, high national deficits, high government debt, 
collapse of financial institutions, and rapidly rising bond 
yield spreads in government securities initiated what is 
currently known as the European sovereign debt crisis. 
The first countries to experience this crisis were Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, Spain, and Portugal. These countries 36



continued receiving loans to cover their deficit, which 
led to even higher deficits, and national financial 
institutions such as central banks were unable to 
cover these debts and deficits through taxes collected 
from the public. Keeping in mind that the common 
currency meant the elimination of national currencies, 
debts cannot simply be covered by printing more 
money. Additionally, lenders were not willing to 
continue lending money to already unstable economies 
and demanded high rates, limiting options for the 
countries in crisis. This also caused, and continues to 
cause, declines in investments because investors seek 
economic and political stability.

Greece is a high-profile example of the limitations of 
European Monetary Union (EMU). In 1975, Greece 
applied for EC membership (EC) and became a 
member in 1981. This was still the Cold War period, 
so its membership was motivated by EC member 
states’ willingness to ensure democracy and stability 

in Southern Europe. This also served as precedent 
for Spain and Portugal’s membership in 1986. Greece 
joined the Eurozone in 2001. In 2004, Greek officials 
announced that national deficit had been above 
the permitted 3% of GDP level since 1999. The 
statistics submitted to the EU had been falsified to 
expedite Greece’s entry into the Eurozone (Nelson, 
Belkin and Mix 2011: 375). This also led to political 
strain between Greek government officials and EU 
officials questioning the unethical nature of falsifying 
statistics as well as the long-term effects this would 
have on the EU. The deficit was initially caused by the 
government’s failure to collect adequate tax revenue 
to cover its public debt, which was worsened by rising 
unemployment across the country (Arghyrou and 
Kontonikas 2012).

Subsequently, the EU, the European Central Bank 
(ECB), and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
agreed that if the situation in Greece was not addressed, 
it would cause a default on their debt, which could 
trigger a Europe-wide crisis as the EU and other 
lenders (such as member states and other agencies) 
would be at a loss. As noted earlier, the ECB held a 
lot of sovereign debt, including that of Greece, and a 
default would have jeopardised the future of the EU.

In 2010, fearing the spread of the crisis, EU officials 
created a new European mechanism for providing 
financial assistance to Eurozone member states under 
market pressures. It consisted of two temporary, 
three-year lending facilities capable of providing 500 
billion Euros to Eurozone members facing debt. At 
the suggestion of EU leaders, the IMF also provided 
additional loans. In March 2011, EU leaders announced 
the creation of the European Stability Mechanism 
(ESM), which is a permanent lending facility that 
replaced the temporary mechanisms, which expired 
in mid-2013 (Nelson, Belkin and Mix 2011: 377). 
Then, Greece, Ireland and Portugal borrowed money 
from the other EU member states and the IMF. The 
EU provided Greece with two bailouts totalling 240 
billion Euros in 2010 and 2012. The bailout measures 
of the ESM mandated austerity measures in crisis-
stricken countries. Ireland, Portugal and Spain have 
implemented these measures and achieved some 
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level of recovery, but Greece’s economic recession 
continues to this day. It is worsened by political 
conflict and increasing unemployment. In 2015, when 
Greece defaulted on its debt to the IMF, the EU gave 
an ultimatum to implement strict austerity measures 
or leave the EMU. Greece has rejected the austerity 
measures but has not exited the EMU yet. In the case 
of such an exit, Greece would return to drachma as 
the national currency and stop using the common 
currency.

By the mid-2000s, the European public were directly 
feeling the effects of the economic crisis. According 
to a Flash Eurobarometer poll titled “Monitoring 
the social impact of the crisis: public perceptions in 
the European Union (Wave 6)” conducted in 2011, 
the European public’s perception of poverty in their 
country and in Europe was a source of concern.  80% 
of respondents thought that poverty had increased in 
their own country over the previous 12 months, while 
67% said that it had increased in the EU (European 
Commission 2012: 5). The highest proportions were 
f rom respondents in Greece (97%), France (93%), 
Portugal (93%) and Spain (92%). Moreover, 45% 
in Greece, 42% in Latvia, 37% in Lithuania, 36% 
in Bulgaria, 36% in Romania, and 34% in Hungary 
said that their household ran out of funds (European 
Commission 2012: 6). In addition to perceived poverty, 
the employment situation was another concern, with 
18% of respondents stating that they did not feel 
confident that they would be able to hold onto their 
job over the next 12 months (European Commission 
2012:). With respect to healthcare, 32% of EU citizens 
stated that it had become more difficult to cope with 
general healthcare costs (European Commission 
2012: 7).

2.
Austerity 
Measures and the 
Social Impact of 
the Economic 
Crisis
EU’s austerity measures refer to attempts to cut 
government spending to control public-sector debt, 
especially when a member state, as is the case in 
Greece, might have to default on its bonds. One of 
the results of the global economic crisis, which began 
in 2008, was a reduction in tax revenues, which meant 
that government overspending became apparent when 
taxes were not sufficient to cover public debt. In turn, 
strict austerity measures were proposed to decrease 
government spending. It is imperative to keep in mind 
that lenders encourage these measures in order ensure 
that countries in crisis do not go further into debt, 
and default on their debts to the lenders. Austerity 
measures cover a wide-range of public policies to 
make sure that member states prevent the deepening 
of the economic crisis, and cover their debts to other 
member states, the EU and other lenders, such as the 
IMF. Importantly, different countries are subjected 
to different austerity measures. This is because of 
demographic differences, different employment and 
education levels, as well as the differences in the state 
of public services.

Austerity measures include cuts in public expenditure, 
such as cuts in pensions for government employees, 
raising state pension age, redundancies in the public 
sector, and restrictions to state-sponsored healthcare, 
such as the abolition of health subsidies to unemployed, 
elderly and disabled people (Ifanti et al 2013: 9). 
These measures are implemented strictly 
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in order to avoid raising taxes to compensate for the 
deficit. Ifanti et al. (2013) explain the ways in which 
the austerity measures hit some groups in Greece with 
the following words:

Some population groups, i.e., young people, 
educationally restricted, migrants, ethnic 
minorities, elderly people, children and single 
parents, are badly affected, because austerity 
and fiscal consolidation measures have 
considerably decreased their purchasing power. 
Reduction in income and retirement pensions, 
tax increase, high cost of basic commodities, 
such as heat, electricity, food and rents, are to 
blame for their disadvantage (Ifanti et al. 2013: 
9).

The harsh impact of the economic crisis is clearly 
visible in the increase in unemployment rates in the EU 
since 2008, reaching an all-time high in 2013 (OECD 

2016: 15). This is also the case for the restrictions 
on access to social services such as healthcare and 
pensions, which affects all income groups. However, 
vulnerable groups, such as those already experiencing 
poverty before the crisis, young people, people who 
are educationally disadvantaged, migrants and ethnic 
minorities, older people, and children are impacted 
more harshly (Hanan 2012: 9).

Against this backdrop, the European public’s adverse 
reaction to austerity measures initiated the “anti-
austerity movement”, which refers to the mobilisation 
of street protests and grassroots campaigns that took 
place in 2011 across the globe, including in Europe. 
These pro-democracy protests were a response to the 
strict austerity measures instituted by the EU and the 
IMF in an attempt to end and reverse the economic 
impact of the Great Recession. They were rooted 
in social solidarity among vulnerable groups who 
expressed concerns for their future. The protests 
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took place across the globe, in cities such as New York, 
London, Frankfurt, Madrid, Rome, Sydney and Hong 
Kong and aimed to “initiate global change” against 
capitalism and austerity measures (The Guardian 
2011).
Recurrent protests in European countries in crisis, such 
as Spain, Greece and Portugal indicated a growing 
dissatisfaction with EU’s approach to the crisis and 
the socio-economic measures required in exchange 
for bailouts. These protests attracted sizable numbers 
of youth who were disadvantaged by the austerity 
measures. The anti-austerity movement was born out 
of economic turmoil, which translated into social and 
political conflict in crisis-stricken EU countries, but 
also led to a new mode of political participation among 
youth. The “occupy” protests in Europe and across 
the globe, were representative of such participation 
as a new form of activism, mobilising through social 
media, and relying heavily on cultural expression and 
collaboration among the participants ( Juris 2012).

The anti-austerity movement was supplemented by 
the rise of Euroscepticism, and decreasing confidence 
in the EU and its institutions. This was a result of 
the economic burden that the economies in crisis 
placed on economically more stable countries, such 
as Germany, the UK, and France. As we discussed in 
the beginning of this chapter, economic integration 
among EU countries means that member states seek 
to strengthen the EU as a single entity. Therefore, 
economically stable countries assist in stabilising 
countries in crisis in order to ensure stability of 
the Union. Public opinion, on the other hand, can 
have diverse opinions about national governments 
providing aid to other countries. This has been the 
general sentiment of EU citizens since 2007.

3.
Solutions to the 
Economic Crisis
While austerity measures have temporarily stabilized 
some of the national economies, they have met with 
severe opposition from the European public. The EU 
economy has been recovering slowly since the measures 
were introduced, but there is a need for broader and 
more permanent structural measures, which would 
prevent aggravation and/or the recurrence of such 
a crisis. This means identifying areas of concern 
regarding the negative impact of economic integration, 
while strategizing about structural reforms to the single 
market and the Eurozone. EU member states and EU 
institutions need to cooperate and act as a collective. 
According to the “OECD Economic Survey of the 
European Union” (OECD 2016: 16), the EU needs 
to focus on increasing investments while addressing 
the differences in economic performance. This has 
been one of the major issues in the spread of the crisis 
because some national economies, such as those of 
Greece, and Ireland, were not performing as strongly 
as other economies. Completing the single market 
is another necessary step, so avoidance of deepening 
economic integration is not feasible. On the contrary, 
ensuring solidarity and collective action among the 
EU member states should be a priority in solving 
the current crisis. The refugee crisis also needs to be 
addressed, as part of the economic crisis. This may not 
seem like an economic issue, but it creates political and 
economic tensions among member states because each 
country that takes in refugees is responsible for their 
well-being, which also brings financial accountability. 
Thus, it is important to integrate the refugees into the 
EU labor market in order to take some of the financial 
responsibility from national governments and the EU 
(OECD 2016: 11). A more sustainable approach to the 
refugee situation is also significant, since it would be 
proof of solidarity among member states, a core issue 
that is causing divisiveness along national lines.
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Conclusion
Since its inception, the EU has striven for economic 
integration to ensure its integrity as a peace project. This 
has led to a deepening of economic ties that culminated 
in a common currency, the Euro. However, the European 
debt crisis has led to an EU-wide economic decline, 
which has brought social and political discontent with 
governments and EU institutions. Reactions to austerity 
measures also indicate a crisis of legitimacy in EU 
institutions, and triggered the Eurosceptic sentiments 
so often fed on by populist political leaders. The result 
is political uncertainty, and national political conflict 
further contributing to financial market’s instability.

As we will discuss in the next chapter, immigration and 
the refugee crisis are usually discussed separately from 
the economic crisis. However, these are a major source 

of strain in political and economic relations. Large 
in-flows of refugees have negatively affected border 
controls, the Schengen area, and the free movement of 
people, and proved to be a major setback in European 
integration.
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Introduction
This chapter explores migration-related issues, and 
opens with an overview of terms that are relevant 
to our discussion of the European Union (EU) 
refugee crisis. While refugees originate f rom various 
countries such as Afghanistan, Somalia, Chad, Syria, 
Sudan, Eritrea, Yemen and Iraq, our discussion is 
centred on the Syrian refugee situation, as it is one 
of the largest and most recent refugee crises in 
world history. World War II was the cause of the 
last great refugee crisis, during which millions of 
Europeans fled poverty, persecution, and war. 

According to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR, http://
www.unhcr.org/), around 59.5 million people have 
been displaced by political, ethno-cultural and/
or religious conflict, persecution, or disaster. 19.5 
million of these are refugees. Having triggered the 
worst refugee crisis since World War II, the war in 
Syria has left almost 12 million people in desperate 
need of humanitarian aid. As of May 2017, there 
were 6.3 million internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
– Syrians who had fled their homes, but remained 
in Syria, - while over 5.2 million people had taken 
refuge in Syria’s immediate neighbourhood: Turkey, 
Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq. 

Two pivotal issues have faced the EU since the early 
2010s: The presence of refugees originating f rom 
Af rica, the Middle East and Asia, and the financial 
fallout f rom the global economic crisis faced by 
the southern members of the Union, specifically 
Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain, and Malta. The fact 
that most of the refugees in the EU are Muslim-
origin people is creating further complications in 
how member states and societies receive and treat 
them. Resentment has developed against refugees 
mainly because of their Muslim background, and 
Islamophobia is one recurring problem that has 
led to right-wing populist movements and political 
parties becoming stronger in many member states. 
In this article, we examine the causes and the 

consequences of the current crisis, and discuss 
the EU’s approach to migration and the refugee 
crisis as well as Islamophobia. While doing this, we 
highlight the rise of xenophobia and Islamophobia 
as a threat to the multicultural EU citizenship. These 
fears have emerged out of the rise of anti-Muslim 
and anti-immigrant sentiments across EU member 
states, in which refugees have been associated with 
the negative representations of Islam, viewed as 
anti-Western, violent and backward.  This chapter 
also illustrates that migration, especially the forced 
migration f rom Syria, is a highly politicised activity, 
with various social and cultural consequences.

1.
Migration 
and Related 
Terms/Concepts
Migration is the movement of person(s) f rom 
one place to another, motivated by economic, 
social, political, ethnic, cultural, religious and/
or environmental factors. Reasons that motivate 
person(s) to leave a particular area are push 
factors. Reasons that motivate person(s) to prefer 
a particular area are pull factors (Table 1). 

Migration can be internal, which is when a person 
migrates within the same country or region, such 
as movement among different countries in the 
EU. It can also be international, which is when a 
person migrates f rom one country to another, such 
as, for example, movement to an EU country f rom 
outside of the EU, and vice versa. 

Irregular migration refers to the movement of 
person(s) who enter, stay and work in a country 
without the necessary authorization or documents 
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Economic

Social

Political

Environmental

Push Factors Pull Factors

- Poverty
- Lack of employment opportunities 

- More employment opportunities
- Following a career path

- Lack of Services
- Lack of safety
- High Crime
- Being separated from family

- Seeking a better life
- Better services
- Better safety and security measures
- Less crime
- Family reunification

- War, civil unrest, opression
- Violations of fundamental rights
- Escaping ethno-religious persecution

- Political stability

- Natural Hazards such as drought, flooding
or earthquake
- Agricultural issues

- Potential for agricultural development/
farming
- Lower risk from natural disasters
- Better Climate

Table 1. Push and Pull Factors that motivate migration
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required under immigration regulations. 
Irregularity can arise f rom the absence of a valid 
passport or travel documents required to enter 
the country (International Organization for 
Migration, IOM 2017).

Migratory movements can be voluntary or forced. 
The latter is the forced movement/relocation of 
people(s) through coercion “ including threats to 
life and livelihood, whether arising f rom natural 
or man-made causes (e.g. movements of refugees 
and IDPs, as well as people displaced by natural 
or environmental disasters, chemical or nuclear 
disasters, famine, or development projects)” (IOM 
2017). 

It is important to highlight the differences 
between migrants, asylum seekers and refugees. 
According to UNHCR 2017a, an asylum seeker 
is a person who seeks safety f rom persecution or 

serious harm in a country other than his or her 
own, and awaits a decision on the application 
for refugee status under relevant international 
and national instruments. In case of a negative 
decision, the person must leave the country and 
may be expelled, as may any non-national in an 
irregular or unlawful situation, unless permission 
to stay is provided on humanitarian or other 
related grounds (IOM 2017).

On the other hand, refugees are people fleeing 
conflict or persecution. A refugee is a person who, 
“owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinions, 
is outside the country of his nationality and is 
unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to 
avail himself of the protection of that country ” 
(United Nations General Assembly 1951, Artic le 
1A). According to the 1951 United Nations 
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Geneva Refugee Convention (http://www.unhcr.
org/1951-refugee-convention.html), international 
law requires that refugees must not be expelled or 
returned to situations where their life and f reedom 
are at risk. 
Xenophobia is associated with migration, and 
refers to “attitudes, prejudices and behaviour that 
reject, exclude and often vilify persons based on 
the perception that they are outsiders or foreigners 
to the community, society or national identity ” 
(ILO, IOM and OHCHR, 2001:2). Racism 
and xenophobia are distinct f rom each other, 
but overlap (ibid). Xenophobia is a contested 
term which is often used interchangeably with 
ethnocentrism, anti-immigrant prejudice and 
immigration-phobia (Crush et al., 2009 cited 
in Misago, Freemantle and Landau 2015: 17).
The final term to define here is Islamophobia, 
which is about the fear generated by the growing 

visibility of Muslims and Islam in everyday life 
(Cesari, 2009; Kaya, 2016; Triandafyllidou, 2016). 
Islamophobia has become more widespread in the 
EU since the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks 
in the USA. However, it is often very difficult to 
understand whether Islamophobia in Europe is 
based on material reasons, or something that has 
been ideologically fabricated by political elites. In 
this artic le, a more nuanced picture of the refugee 
problem in the EU is presented, with a specific 
focus on Islamophobia.



2.
EU and The 
Refugee Crisis

As a destination point for Syrians, Afghans, Iraqis and 
others escaping violence in their countries, Europe 
is experiencing its own refugee crisis: In 2015 alone, 
nearly 1.3 million refugees applied for EU asylum. The 
most immediate result of the March 2016 EU-Turkey 
deal to limit refugee numbers has been a great reduction 
in those arriving in Greece from Turkey. However, 

Italy has continued to receive a record number of 
refugees in the last few years, and meanwhile, European 
countries continue to work through a million or more 
asylum applications, including tens of thousands from 
unaccompanied minors.

2.1 
Mobility 
and Citizenship in the EU

The 1985 Schengen Agreement guarantees the free 
movement of persons by abolishing internal border 
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checks between 22 EU member states and 4 non-
EU countries, namely Norway, Iceland, Switzerland, 
and Liechtenstein (Eur-Lex, 2009). It also created a 
single external border where immigration checks for 
the Schengen area are carried out. The Agreement was 
incorporated into the EU framework on 1 May 1999, 
following the Treaty of Amsterdam. The Agreement 
also provided for greater cooperation on security and 
judicial matters because of the common external border 
(Council Decision, 1999). 

One major step towards EU integration was the 
establishment of EU citizenship, which signifies a 
society that is set apart from its counterparts. Legally 
and civilly, this means conferring the same rights to all 
citizens. Article 20 (ex-Article 17) of the Treaty on the 
functioning of the European Union (2012) establishes 
EU citizenship, stating that it does not replace 
national citizenship. It grants every person holding 

the nationality of a Member State the right to move 
and reside freely within the territory; the right to vote 
and be elected to office; access to EU institutions, and 
prohibits discrimination on the grounds of nationality.  
Significantly, it also means the creation of a European 
public sphere where collective identity extends beyond 
the nation-state (Eder and Giesen, 2001: 267. This is 
a “transnational space – a genuinely European realm 
distinct from that of its constituent member states” 
(Rumford, 2003: 25;Delanty 2006).

Both opportunities and challenges come with the high 
level of mobility ensured by EU integration. In this 
context, in May 2015 the EU Council of Ministers 
convened to design new asylum and migration policies, 
but failed to reach a consensus. While the EU does not 
have a common migration policy, there is a proposed 
policy, built upon solidarity and responsibility. It will 
have the added advantage of making a valuable 
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“of the “Arab Spring”, but did not lead to any conclusive 
revolution where the government was overthrown. 
Instead, they exposed the illegitimacy of the government 
for certain groups (Dabashi, 2012: 3; Anderson, 2011; 
Gause III, 2011; Howard and Hussein, 2013). When 
the government response was violence, the protests grew 
rapidly and became armed opposition. In July 2011, the 
protestors organised the Free Syrian Army, comprised of 
army defectors and civilians. This was a catalyst in the 
displacement of Syrians by causing civilian casualties 
and forcing residents to migrate. In 2015, the launch 
of airstrikes by both parties worsened the violence and 
initiated the massive refugee crisis in Syria’s neighbouring 
countries and in the EU. As of 2017, armed conflict in 
Syria continues to lead to the destruction of crowded 
cities, Aleppo being one of the most publicised. Here, 
residential areas and cultural heritage cities have been all 
but destroyed, and human rights violations have worsened 

contribution to the EU’s economic development and 
performance in the long term (European Commission, 
2017b).  

2.2 
Crisis in Syria 

EU countries are currently challenged by the huge 
number of refugees coming from Africa, the Middle East 
and Asia. The Syrian refugee movement is the greatest 
challenge because it is large scale human mobility. As to 
the causes of the Syrian civil war, one could start with 
anti-government demonstrations protesting the Bashar 
Al-Assad government in March 2011. These were part 
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2.3 
EU’s response to 
the crisis in Syria and 
the rise of Islamophobia

The EU Strategy for Syria is considered part of the EU 
regional strategy for Syria, Iraq and the Da’esh threat, 
which was adopted in March 2015. The objectives 
of the strategy are set out in The Foreign Affairs 
Council Conclusions of  3 April 2017, and the Joint 
Communication by the High Representative and the 
Commission of 14 March 2017 detail (Council of the 
EU 2017: 1-2). Briefly, these objectives are: Ending the 
war through genuine political transition; promoting 
a meaningful and inclusive transition in Syria; saving 
lives by addressing the humanitarian needs of the most 
vulnerable Syrians; promoting democracy, human rights 
and freedom of speech by strengthening Syrian civil 
society organisations, promoting accountability for war 
crimes; supporting the resilience of the Syrian population 
and Syrian society (ibid).

While the EU has adopted an EU Strategy for Syria, EU 
member states have had diverse reactions to the crisis. 
For instance, Germany noted that it is willing to host 
large numbers of refugees, owing to its “strong economic 
growth record, near full employment, a budgetary surplus, 
unfilled job positions, and a positive attitude from its 
citizens toward refugees (Willkommenskultur)” (Pierini, 
2016: 12). The United Kingdom (UK), Denmark, and 
Central European countries, on the other hand, refused 
to accept any refugees. As we noted earlier, the EU does 
not have common asylum and migration policies, which 
means that member states adopt national policies to 

deal with the refugee crisis. Significantly, member states 
have different approaches to integration because their 
different past experiences have shaped their political and 
public approach to migrants and refugees. For instance, 
Belgium, France, Britain and Germany have a long 
history of receiving migrants and so have institutionalized 
policies which favour assimilation (Triandafyllidou et al., 
2006: 2-3). New “host” countries, such as Greece, Spain 
and Italy, on the other hand, do not yet have a concrete 
formalized approach (ibid).

As part of the EU Strategy for Syria, the EU has provided 
humanitarian and non-humanitarian aid (short and 
medium-term development) to Syria (€939 million), 
Jordan (€950 million), Lebanon (€880 million), Iraq (€202 
million), and Turkey. Turkey hosts the greatest numbers 
of refugees in the world, and has been instrumental in 
dealing with the refugee crisis.7 “As a gateway between 
Europe, Asia, and Africa, Turkey has historically been a 
focal point for transcontinental migration and its location 
places it on a prime route for migrants looking to enter 
Europe” (Kilberg 2014). Turkey was perceived as a safe 
haven for refugees from conflict-ridden countries seeking 
asylum. Turkey has terminated its visa requirement for 
Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Saudi Arabia, which has 
contributed to the rise of immigrants from these countries. 
Additionally, since 2011 when it began its “open-door 
policy” for asylum seekers, Turkey has been receiving 
Syrian refugees.

In November 2015, the EU announced the Refugee Facility 
for Turkey, a legal framework responsible for delivering 
€3 billion to Syrian refugees and host communities in 
Turkey (€2.15 billion for both humanitarian and non-
humanitarian assistance, €1.5 billion of this amount 
has been contracted, €777 million has been disbursed) 
(European Commission 2017a: 6-7). This financial aid 
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the refugee crisis. Because of forced migration from 
Syria, as of August 2017, there are 5,136,969 refugees 
registered by the UNHCR (UNHCR 2017b). Of these, 
2 million are in Egypt, Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon, more 
than 3 million are registered in Turkey, and more than 
30,000 registered in North Africa.



was complemented with the promise of concessions such 
as lifting visa requirements for Turkish citizens travelling 
to EU countries (Pierini, 2016: 12). Turkey constitutes a 
special case in terms of migration because of its cultural 
and religious make-up, as well as geographical proximity 
to Syria.

One major issue regarding refugees is integration, which 
“only matters for migrants who intend to stay for a longer 
period of time or – in the case of refugees – are prevented 
from returning to their country of origin” (Münz, 2017: 
9). Integration is a 4-dimensional issue: labour market 
integration; education; language and culture; and legal 
status and citizenship (Münz, 2017: 9). These areas have 
been a source of concern for European countries hosting 
migrants, and/or refugees. In many cases, populist 
movements and parties have been critical of all dimensions, 
associating migration with Islam and Islamophobia, and 
as a result securitizing and stigmatizing migration (Kaya 
2009, 2016). This is a part of the “othering” process, where 

differences in culture, heritage, language, and education are 
highlighted to propagate stereotypes. Added to the mix is 
criticism of existing legal and structural frameworks that 
supposedly “favour” or “protect” the “others” over its own 
nationals. As nationalist and populist movements and 
parties have become more visible, racist, Islamophobic 
and anti-immigrant debate has become part of national 
political debate. (Delanty et al. 2011).

There is one major consequences of the refugee crisis and 
the “othering” process, namely the rise of Islamophobic 
sentiment in European public opinion. This is linked to 
“Islamophobism” or the exploitation of Islamophobia by 
populist leaders, who produce and reproduce a fabricated 
threat and fear (Kaya, 2016: 281). Islam is often associated 
with violence and anti-Western values (Triandafyllidou 
et al., 2006: 1). This became a critical issue in Europe 
at the time of the 9/11 New York attacks, and in the 
period since, ethnicity, race, religion, and nationality 
have become instruments in political discourse. These 
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Conclusion
Since 2011, European countries have been experiencing 
one of the worst financial crises in history. This situation 
worsened with the start of the Syrian crisis, leading 
displaced peoples to take refuge in in several EU member 
states, but mainly in Turkey, an EU candidate country 
and buffer zone on the EU’s south-eastern border.

The refugee crisis has acted as a catalyst for growing 
anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant sentiment. This has 
been accompanied by the rise of Islamophobia across 
EU countries and increased visibility of populist 
movements/parties that securitise and stigmatise 
migration, and create fear in order to construct the 
self and the other. Therefore, the Syrian refugee crisis 
is a highly politicized event, going beyond the turmoil 
in Syria. In fact, it is a crucial event in recent history, 
which has brought up painful questions on the state of 
tolerance, coexistence and diversity in Europe. 
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sentiments predate the refugee crisis In Europe. They 
have been growing since the murder of Theo van Gogh in 
The Netherlands and the Madrid bombing in 2004, the 
London bombing, and the controversy surrounding the 
Prophet Mohammed cartoon in Danish and Norwegian 
newspapers in 2005. The refugee crisis, on the other 
hand, was complicated by questions of “belonging”, and 
the threat of Islamic fundamentalism. One example is 
Europeans beginning to identify Turks as Muslim rather 
than ethnic Turks, which indicates the prioritisation of 
presumed religious identity over ethnic and/or national 
identity (European Monitoring Centre on Racism and 
Xenophobia-EUMC 2002, 2006; Kaya 2009, 2016). 
EUMC’s (2006) survey reveals that Islamophobia, 
discrimination and socioeconomic marginalization play 
a primary role in creating disaffection and alienation 
among migrants of Muslim origin and their descendants 
who reside in EU countries. Muslims feel that their 
acceptance by society is increasingly based on their ability 
to ‘assimilate’, and on the assumption that they are willing 
to give up their Muslim identity (Kaya 2016). Assimilation 
is not the same as integration. Assimilation occurs when 
people from different backgrounds conform to the ways 
of the society. Integration, on the other hand, is when 
racial, religious, or ethnic groups are incorporated into 
the society, embracing their differences creating diversity. 
In this sense, migrants and refugees of Muslim origin feel 
that they can only become a part of European “society” 
if they conform to the host society’s way of life. This 
requires the eradication of differences in culture, religion, 
and language.

This feeling of exclusion is especially relevant considering 
the challenges posed by terrorism,  which has led to a 
general suspicion that they are likely to be terrorists (Cesari, 
2009). Islamophobia and the talk of fear surrounding 
Muslims also threatens the multicultural nature of EU 
citizenship. As we stated above, EU citizenship anticipates 
equal rights to all citizens of member countries without 
discrimination. The rise of Islamophobia and negative 
representations of immigrants, which intensified after 
with the inward flow of Muslim refugees, has reignited 
fiery debates on racism, secular bias and multiculturalism 
(Triandafyllidou, 2016: 4).
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Introduction
In Autumn 2017 I was approached to write a short 
comment piece on the newly opened House of European 
History, Brussels for the Polish national newspaper, Gazeta 
Wyborzca. The newspaper editors were concerned about 
recent political and social developments in Poland, where 
the political party in power (the Truth and Justice Party 
– PIS) has been bringing in new laws which reduce the 
freedoms of the population, of the media and of judges. 
The House of European History had already been publicly 
criticised in the Polish media for what some – mostly those 
with a more nationalist political perspective - felt was an 
unbalanced  view of Poland’s role within European history.

The House of European History website is here: https://
historia-europa.ep.eu and the article I wrote is below. 
The translation into Polish was published by Gazeta 
Wyborzca on 16.12.2017 and is available here: http://
wyborcza.pl/7,75399,22558964,nowe-muzeum-historii-
europejskiej-w-brukseli-wywoluje-ostre.html

House of 
European 
History, Brussels 

What is the role of a ‘House of European History’, at a time 
when the question of what Europe is, should, or could be, is 
at the forefront of many national political discussions?
Is it a place for the individual off icial historical narratives 
of each member state country and their symbolic objects to 
be gathered and presented, like some kind of spatial and 
material encyclopaedia of Europe? Or is it a place where the 
complex inter-weavings, interconnections and disruptions 
between the many different countries, communities and 
memories of (and related to) Europe, its past, present and 
future are presented, as a ‘work in progress’?

Historically, museums may have had an encyclopaedic 
remit to collect, preserve and display the ‘pinnacles’ of 
human achievement, and national museums may at times 
have acted as showcases for particular national political 
discourses, or even have been willing participants in national 
propaganda. However, the House of European History sees 
its responsibility to the populations of - and in - Europe 
differently. At the time that I visited, the museum (for this 
is what it is, despite shying away from the term) opened 
with an interactive mapping tool, as part of a temporary 
exhibition. This encouraged visitors to identify places of 
signif icance to them (where they have lived, or where loved 
ones have come from, where music they like originates, etc). 
It then displayed the links between these places, and places 
other visitors have selected on large screens, visible on all 
floors of the building, and online. Although Europe is at the 
centre of this mapping exercise, it becomes evident that what 
is signif icant to ‘Europe’ is the network of interconnections, 
transfers and exchanges not only within Europe, but also 
between Europe and the wider world. The idea of the nation, 
or the supposed signif icance of national narratives, therefore 
becomes subsumed within a web of influences, memories, 
identities, emotions, practices, heritages. This interactive, 
although a temporary feature, illustrates the key idea behind 
the display strategy of the House of European History. Using 
relatively few objects acting as ‘focal points’ to draw the 
visitor’s attention, the museum highlights interconnections 
between people, places, events and processes of change across 
Europe, and beyond. 
The practical constraints of a new museum, starting from 
scratch with no collections of its own and with the remit 
to present ‘European history’ in all its breadth and depth 
(and at a time when the very idea of who is, or is not, a 
part of ‘Europe’ is being questioned) must have seemed quite 
overwhelming to those responsible for its development. 
Despite these constraints, selecting key themes, with these 
few highlighted objects, people, places, and events, has 
allowed them to present a diverse and complex history of 
Europe to a diverse and changing public. Visitors looking 
for ‘the section on British history’ or ‘the section on Italian 
history’ may be disappointed, not because these histories are 
not present within the museum - they are - but because they 
are woven into the themes of the various display areas, such 
as industry and empires, dictatorship, repression and conflict. 
The museum uses both digital and ‘low-tech’ interactives 
within the exhibition spaces, alongside objects on loan 
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A Focus on 
Objects

Museums often use objects as one way to help visitors to 
engage with the past in a more personal way. Allowing 
people to feel a connection to an object can help us 
to grapple with the past, not as a series of distant and 
detached events, but as something more real – something 
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from museums, archives and collections internationally. 
This means it can both ‘tell (hi)stories’ of Europe and offer  
visitors opportunities to engage physically, intellectually and 
emotionally with Europe’s past, present and potential future. 
Scope for the House of European History to add to and 
to change its displays has been built in to its exhibition 
design and its interpretative strategy. This is necessary in 
a situation where the objects displayed may need to return 
to their home institutions in future, and to allow for the 
integration of further developments in the ongoing story 
of Europe. The top floors of the museum engage with 
contemporary issues being faced in Europe - through objects, 
texts and digital interactives which allow visitors to respond 
to different political or legal scenarios - and which will no 
doubt influence its future, such as the migration crisis and 
Brexit. While the past may feel as though it is behind us, it is 
also always with us and it shapes our futures in ways which 
we cannot always foresee. The permanent exhibition of the 
House of European History articulates the complexity and 
signif icance of Europe’s history, positioning it clearly within 
the ever-changing contemporary European environment. 
It will not satisfy anyone looking for simplistic, ‘master-
narratives’ of separate nations, religions, cultures or off icial 
histories. Instead, it offers us the entangled histories of 
humanity’s collective achievements and ignominies within 
Europe, independent of national bias or prejudice, and 
always in relation to Europe’s relationship to the rest of the 
world.

So, how does this museum relate to the issues within this 
e-book? Of course, the role of nations is significant – 
both historically and in present times – because national 
histories, national identities and the structures of nations 
(which could be the political institutions, the legal 
systems, the schools or the museums) shape our ideas 
about each other, as well as our perspective on ourselves. 
These differences and our anxieties around difference 
and change is what makes travel to unfamiliar places and 
meeting new people both exciting and unsettling at the 
same time.

However, this museum has a focus on Europe, on 
something which is bigger than the nation, and something 
which aims to be more than the sum of its parts. People 
often see the role of museums as ‘telling history’ like a 
three-dimensional book, but what museums, such as the 

House of European History, actually do is to present 
material fragments of (and from) the past and stories 
which highlight the entanglement of past actions or 
events with their later impacts across time and place. 
Museums use spaces, objects, texts, images, multimedia 
and human interaction to achieve an effect which can 
make the people, places and events of the past feel as 
close in time as today, as close geographically as your own 
home, and as close emotionally as your own experiences.

So, what do we, the potential museum visitors, need to 
do to make this happen? The answer is relatively simple 
– we need to visit museums, and instead of thinking just 
about the ‘history lesson’, we need to really look. Firstly, 
at the objects, to discover their details, and allow them 
to work their way into our imaginations. We might look 
at their materials – what they are made of and how – or 
at their colours, or shape. We might look to see what 
they remind us of – perhaps of an object of our own, or 
a person or a memory of a time, place or event in our 
own lives. Secondly, we need to look at how the object is 
presented – what is it displayed with and why? Does it 
have an emotional impact, and if so why is this?

We also need to read the stories that the object is there to 
tell us – sometimes it might be about an important figure 
in history, or sometimes it might be about an ordinary 
person who was swept up in extraordinary events. What 
parts of the story are being told to us, and why? Can you 
relate to anything within the story, or imagine what it 
might have been like?



which we can more easily understand.

I have chosen three object displays from the House of 
European History to show how this can be done. These 
are objects which I hope may grab your attention and 
power your imagination.

This display of a set of lively colourful beads stood out 
within a section of the museum which was rather serious 
in mood – it was about the development of European 
colonies in other parts of the world and the slave trade 
which went with it. This history is one which spans different 
European nations and different colonised nations, so while 
each individual national history has important specific 
details and milestones, the museum could not - within the 
physical space which they have and the geographic and 
historical scale which they cover – adequately represent all 
of these. Instead they chose key objects to reflect particular 
aspects of this part of the past, of Europe’s interventions 
into and impact on societies beyond Europe.

In a display which is sombre and upsetting, the colours 
and shapes of the beads are visually attractive and might 
draw a visitor’s attention almost as ‘light relief ’ from the 
serious topic of the display – as something pretty in the 
midst of the history of slavery. However, when visitors 
look more closely at these beads and read what they were 
used for, they will discover that these pretty, colourful 
objects are symbols of the repression and exploitation of 

African people by Europeans. The beads were used as a 
form of currency between African people and European 
merchants, in other words they were traded for valuable 
resources from the African continent, including human 
slaves.

London’s Victoria and Albert Museum has a good 
introduction to the use of beads in this trade across Africa, 
and the way in which such apparently decorative objects 
are tied up with the history of power, exploitation and 
suffering:http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/t/trade-
beads/

The shock of something beautiful being used for such 
ugly purposes, something so small being such a powerful 
object, of something which we today might associate with 
personal adornment rather than with political, economic 
or social power is such that this object display may impact 
on visitors more than any more detailed explanation of 
slavery and colonialism. The contrast between our own 
experiences with beads and those of the people who used 
these beads or who were traded for such beads is striking. 
Such stark and unexpected contrasts can help us to find a 
‘way in’ to the past, to begin to imagine what it might have 
been like to live in such an unequal society, how people 
behaved towards one another and how they felt. 

The second object is a gun. In fact, it is not a ‘real’ gun, but 
a replica of a gun – the gun - which was used to assassinate 

Permanent exhibition area in the House of European History, Brussels, Photograph by Christopher Whitehead
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Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-
Hungarian Empire and his wife on 28th June 1914.

The gun is placed in a glass case in the centre of the space, 
entirely alone, and pointing at the corner of the room. It 
has been positioned inside the case on a metal stick, so 
that it is in the position and at the height that it would 
be if an adult was pointing it at someone to shoot them. 
We can move around the case and see the gun from all 
sides, there is no text with it (all the texts in the House of 
European History are on electronic tablets which visitors 
take around with them). As a gun – or rather a replica 
gun – it is not particularly interesting, and it is probably 
not very ‘important’ in relation to the development of 
weapons or the materials or technical design. It is rather 
ordinary. If we just look at this object on its own, we do 
not learn much, nor are we likely to feel much, unless we 

stand in front of it as if we are the target.

The power of the gun, is not as an object in itself, but 
in the impact which shooting it to kill Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand had on the rest of Europe. Not just for the 
history of politics and nations, but for the ordinary 
people who lived all across Europe. The walls of the 
space in which the gun is displayed are used to make 
this crucial point - how the actions of a single person 
have the potential to change the course of history and 
change millions of lives in places far away from the 
original event. Gavrilo Princip, the Bosnian Serb who 
assassinated the Archduke, wanted to achieve a separate 
Yugoslav state, apart from the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire, instead his actions set in motion a series of 
events and reactions which resulted in war right across 
Europe.
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On one wall a changing multimedia display of photographic 
and filmic material shows people in war, fleeing from war 
and places scarred by war – the first world war. We don’t 
just see rulers or soldiers, but also women and children, 
older people, and how a war impacts on their lives in places 
distant from the political decision-making. The other 
wall is made from a large display case of postcards and 
photographs – personal communications and mementoes 
- from people in different countries, placed on a map of 
Europe, which makes it immediately and visibly clear how 
widespread the impacts of this war were. From Scotland 
to Syria, from Morocco to the Ural Mountains of Russia, 
and everywhere in between, one man’s actions ended up 
changing ordinary people’s lives, often forever.

My third object is a child’s shoe inside a glass jar. This is 
immediately odd and somewhat disturbing, raising many 

Photograph by Christopher Whitehead

questions. Why has someone put a child’s shoe into a jar? 
Why only one shoe and not the other? Why have they 
closed the lid so tightly? Why is the metal lid of the jar 
rusty and damaged? What is this doing in a museum – is 
it an art object? How does it relate to European history?

For some visitors these answers may already be clear, while 
for others they will need explaining – depending on what 
knowledge each visitor brings with them. But the object 
is likely to spark an emotional response from all visitors – 
it is a common tradition to save the first shoe (or pair of 
shoes) which a child wears as they grow from a baby to a 
toddler, as a marker of this rite of passage. Sometimes the 
first shoe is cased in bronze or the pair is kept in the box it 
was bought in to be saved forever by the parents. The shoe 
may be brought out to show the child as they grow older 
and bigger, or by the parents once their child 
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is an adult and leaves home, to remind the family of how 
small and vulnerable the child once was. It is a symbol of 
the passing of time, of the changing of the generations. It 
is a tangible reminder of the physical trace which a child 
leaves in the world, and of the bittersweet memories 
which parents may have of their child, even when the 
child has grown much bigger, become an adult or is no 
longer alive. Such an object can therefore have both sad 
and happy associations.

The act of placing the shoe into a jar – a preserving jar 
– is resonant and moving itself (it could be described 
as poetic). An object often preserved by parents over 
decades and indeed generations, has been put into a 
container used to preserve pickles or jam. Knowing that 
the shoe was placed into this jar to protect it after it was 
found washed up on a Tunisian beach, perhaps after the 
parents and child undertook the dangerous and illegal 
journey across the Mediterranean to Europe, as part of 
what has been termed the ‘European migration crisis’, 
is also poetic. Poetic in the sense that it speaks to us 

more powerfully than the words used to describe it, that 
it has the power to affect us deeply and emotionally, 
rather than logically or rationally. It is beautiful, yet it 
is terrible. The shoe was washed up in Tunisia, and so 
never made it to Europe. Did any of the family survive 
their journey, did they make it safely to Europe? Did 
the parents manage to protect the child who lost the 
shoe? Did they have to choose what they held on to 
during their journey? Why did the shoe arrive back on 
the shores of Tunisia alone, floating safely and silently 
in its watertight vessel?

Being confronted with such personal stories inside a 
museum can make often abstract ideas of history and 
geography, of politics and power become understandable 
and ‘real’. If we remember to visit museums with open 
minds, to look closely, to imagine the stories at the same 
time as discovering the historical facts, to allow ourselves 
to become lost in the power of the objects, then we can 
begin to understand how the political is always personal, 
and why remembering history is so important for today.

Baby shoe washed ashore from the Mediterranean onto a Tunisian beach, collected and inserted into a glass container by Lihidheb Mohsen, Tunisia. 
House of European History.

Copyright notice: Baby shoe protected from water Zarzis, Tunisia. Collected by Lihidheb Mohsen © European Union 2016 / House of European 
History, Brussels, Belgium.
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