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Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
It is a great honour and pleasure for me to speak at the opening of this very important conference. I 
am very grateful to the organisers, Volkshilfe Österreich and Solidar, for inviting me to discuss the 
cultural and social dimension of European identity. Of course, we all want a social Europe, and we are 
all – quite rightly – concerned that competition, the drive for profits and unfettered liberalisation of 
the markets have gained the upper hand in shaping political action at the expense of social concerns. 
However, I believe that, in conjunction with our legitimate call for the "protection of our social 
Europe", we should also consider what Europe represents and what it is that holds it together. 
Inevitably, the issue of European identity arises here. In my opinion, it is very unfortunate that a 
highly academic approach has been taken to this discussion, to the exclusion of those who are most 
concerned by the debate, that is, the citizens of Europe. 
 
So, to get to the heart of my talk right at the start, I feel that culture is the basis of European cohesion. 
However, this only applies if we all subscribe to a broader view of culture, which goes beyond the 
widespread perception of culture as primarily comprising art, cultural heritage and tradition. Indeed, 
there is a lot more to culture than this: education, upbringing, research - practically everything to do 
with our ordinary actions, thoughts and feelings, and thus with our everyday lives. Seen in this way, 
culture is shaped by our common past, it determines our present and influences our shared future. 
There are countless definitions of culture; the one I like best defines culture as a code of common 
values and goals that apply equally to all the members of a society. If we agree to take such a broader 
view of culture, we will see that culture creates social realities, and that participating in culture is an 
appropriate means of combating social exclusion and promoting social integration. 
 
In view of this, the various facets of European culture in its broader sense, and in particular its role as 
a code of common values and its social aspects, have always been of particular interest to me. For me, 
they are par excellence the element that holds a pluralist and democratic society together; they are 
also the wellspring of its identity and the key to its future. That is why I have chosen the cultural 
dimension of Europe as the key theme of my term of office as president of the European Economic 
and Social Committee. 
 
Let us not delude ourselves that renouncing the elements that make European culture special and 
conforming to our global competitors will give us any kind of competitive advantage; on the contrary, 
we can only progress by becoming more consciously aware of common principles and values, 
especially the rule of law, subsidiarity, fundamental social rights, sustainability and solidarity. That is 
the only way for us to enhance our identity on the basis of our cultural common ground, while 
boosting our capacity to act effectively and thus our standing as Europeans in the global community.  
 

* 
 

*          * 
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Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
Shortcomings, problems, setbacks and a crisis of confidence in the process of European integration 
are currently giving rise to much thought and discussion in the European Union. This is happening as 
much in the EU institutions as in the 25 Member States. Following the major enlargement that 
brought in ten new members and the "no" votes in the referendums on the draft constitutional treaty in 
France and the Netherlands, the barometer of European opinion is not particularly high just at the 
moment. There is talk of an existential crisis of the EU, of the need for reflection and of a decisive 
turning-point. There are calls for reorientation of policy; new strategic concepts are being extolled. 
Action is being called for at all levels.  
 
To an increasing extent, this debate is evincing scepticism or even hostility from European citizens. 
Why is this happening? In my opinion, there are some very good, and not in the least surprising, 
reasons for this response: quite understandably, citizens feel that European policies and the debate on 
European principles is completely out of touch with the realities, needs, worries and hopes of their 
lives.  
 
Events in Brussels are perceived as distant, abstract, technocratic and very far removed from the 
concerns of the public. Member State governments contribute to this negative attitude by blaming 
Brussels for many of the things which are going wrong in Europe, for policies which are hard to sell 
or which could have unpopular effects. Those of us who work for Europe are well aware how very 
hypocritical this is. Indeed, there are two things which political decision-makers omit to make clear to 
people: 
 
1. that many of the things which are blamed on Brussels, such as specific employment policy 

measures, cannot even be decided on in Brussels, because they are the responsibility of 
Member States, 

 
 and 
 
2. that things which are the responsibility of the Community are, in the final analysis, decided on 

by representatives of national governments in the Council! Brussels is only the venue for 
decision-making, but the actual decision-makers are, and will remain, the national 
representatives of the Member States. However, this unpopular information is not going to 
win anybody votes, which is why it gets left out! 

 
This political and bureaucratic complexity of the European construct is, to a large extent, alien to the 
average European; most likely, it is not something he or she really cares about either. What people are 
really interested in are the specific factors that have a bearing on their own future prospects and those 
of their children and grandchildren.  
 
People are hoping that Europe will deliver on its promise of an enduring area of peaceful coexistence, 
justice, freedom and security. At the same time, they have expectations of prosperity, well-being and 
quality of life for themselves and their children, together with equal rights, equal opportunities and 
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social justice; they would like to be sure that they can plan the future with confidence, individually 
and collectively. However, the majority of our contemporaries have the impression that decisions are 
taken over their heads, without consultation, let alone participation. For most people, participatory 
democracy and civil dialogue are empty slogans banded about by out-of-touch Eurocrats. 
 
The combined effects of this state of public opinion are fatal for Europe: a dramatic loss of 
confidence, passive resistance, and ultimately alienation from the European integration project. As a 
result, there is a growing danger of long-term damage to the collective subliminal awareness of 
European identity, acquired over centuries through the intensive exchange of knowledge, experience, 
goods and people – and even through rivalry and confrontation. 

 

* 
 

*          * 
 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
Am I just being pessimistic, or is there a real danger? I believe that the European integration process 
really has reached a decisive watershed. We need to set a completely new course, and now is the right 
time to do so. The initial project for European peace, driven by economic integration and the creation 
of mutually binding decision-making processes was extraordinarily successful. All the Member States 
and their citizens have benefited as a result, and enjoy increasing prosperity. However, times have 
changed: market processes are increasingly determined by a more aggressive competitive mentality; 
selfishness and national interests are making themselves heard more clearly, and centrifugal forces are 
intensifying. This has a clear impact on politics both at national and European levels. To take a 
specific example, I see the Lisbon strategy, which was conceived as a genuine vision of the European 
social model, as a key element of European identity. If we take a closer look, we see how critical 
things have actually become, with disappointing implementation and, lately, the degeneration of the 
strategy itself. 
 
Europe is universally seen and acknowledged as the most multifaceted region of the world; nowhere 
else can such diversity of cultural tendencies, languages, traditions and structures be encountered 
within such a comparatively confined area. There is admiration both for our high social standards and 
for our success in overcoming deeply embedded national conflicts and the legacy of catastrophic 
military conflicts in a short space of time, and in creating a construct of trans-national economic and 
political cooperation with binding rules, a construct which remains without parallel – the European 
Union. 
 

* 
 

*          * 
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Quite naturally, during a period of breakneck social, economic and consequently structural change, 
the question arises of what in future will bind Europe together in all its diversity. It is therefore not by 
accident that José Manuel Barroso, president of the European Commission, declared in November 
2004 that the cultural dimension is crucial to the European project and a condition for its success. I 
fully agree with the Commission president that we can only build a lasting Europe if we take greater 
account of our culture, which is unique in its diversity.  
 
To prevent any misunderstanding, I would like to reiterate that culture is not of course just about art 
and the established cultural sector, along with many other pleasant and useful aspects of our 
civilisation. Rather, I am referring to the highly differentiated and complex interplay of social 
achievements, which find their expression particularly in our basic values and attitudes, and also in 
shared beliefs and goals. In specific terms, this also means: how do we see our role in society, how do 
we see others and how do we deal with them? And also, how do we stand in relation to the 
environment and to natural resources? The interplay between ourselves and others, and between 
ourselves and nature, determines - through ethical standards - the nature and quality of our economic 
activity. Besides this, culture also has to do with our approach to science and research and what we do 
with research findings.  
 
As I have already mentioned, the social dimension of culture is of key relevance to European society. 
Of course, the way in which we perceive, respect, support and protect our fellow human beings 
obviously depends on the fundamental values of our society, in particular the principles of equality, 
justice, freedom and solidarity. These are the source of our ethical principles and obligations, such as 
the principles of equal treatment and equal opportunities, non-discrimination and social protection – 
to name but a few. 
 
These elements are the cement that holds European society together – they are an inseparable part of 
social identity, and of the quality of co-existence. People know and appreciate this. We must not 
under-estimate them! Very much in their own interests, European citizens are ready to make the 
personal contributions and sacrifices which are needed to support the social system, in keeping with 
the principle of solidarity which they subscribe to. There should be no doubt that social justice and 
social cohesion are things to which they attach importance. 
 
Just as important for European culture and identity is the diversity of lifestyles, relationships and 
interplay between creative activity and access to both tangible and intangible goods in this cultural 
area. The common denominator is always the fundamental values, rights and beliefs which have 
emerged from a shared historical past as the fruit of joint labour or conflict and which are peculiar to 
European society. Europeans principally think and act in local and decentralised terms. However, they 
also have a sound understanding of the need for a higher authority. It is not by chance that the 
subsidiarity principle has played such a key role in European political processes. 
 

* 
 

*          * 
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Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
There are two key principles in particular which shape the actions and ethical standards of Europeans, 
and which are embedded deep in their consciousness, i.e. the desire for equality and solidarity. Above 
all, there is no doubt that these principles apply, crucially, to the field of social responsibility; 
however, their relevance goes beyond social policy and social protection. Equal rights and equal 
treatment, together with solidarity, impact on diverse aspects of life in European society.  
 
After all, these two doctrines, i.e. equal treatment and solidarity, also have a key time-related 
dimension, i.e. in inter-generational relations. One of the most important tasks of today's society is to 
live up to its responsibility for future generations. It must therefore respect the right of our 
descendants to a well-preserved living environment and to the option of taking their own decisions, on 
an equal footing with us. The pursuit of sustainable policies and practices in relation to social issues, 
public finances, the environment, employment, and many other areas, is a particular duty imposed by 
our solidarity with the generations to come, to whom we are duty-bound and accountable. The event 
which is being hosted by the Minister for Social Affairs in parallel with your conference is devoted 
specifically to this subject. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, let me summarise these ideas as follows: the elements which comprise co-
existence and interaction between Europeans are, as it were, the building blocks of our society's 
cultural DNA, and it is they that represent our identity. These factors spring from diverse sources and 
reflect multi-layered collective memories and knowledge. Only as an intimately merged whole can 
they ensure the functioning of European society and maintain its fitness for the future. By separating 
or weakening any of the key elements of this cultural DNA, we risk precipitating a serious structural 
defect.  
 
Thus, we cannot allow important European values, objectives, priorities and processes to be 
surrendered, to the substantial detriment of our European identity. Indeed, there is no shortage of 
audacious attempts at favouring particular sectors to protect vested interests at the expense of other 
vital areas. These attempts cannot even be justified on the pretext that they are "necessitated" by 
external factors such as globalisation. Apart from exercising vigilance in denouncing such initiatives, 
we need to jointly build a strong political will to block them.  
 
Given its wealth of experience, and with the help of its institutions and their tried-and-tested 
procedures, Europe is very well-equipped to come up with innovative responses to new and perhaps 
threatening challenges, without betraying the foundations of its identity. However, politicians are 
often poor guardians of values and the "cultural soul" of a society. For various and very well-known 
reasons, they soon give in to powerful interests or the interests of the powerful – even when these are 
only short-term interests. 
 
Therefore, we all need to keep in mind the contribution of Jean Jacques Rousseau's "Social Contract" 
to the European social blueprint: projects for the society of the future and responses to the major 
challenges facing a community have no real chance of long-term success unless they are negotiated, 
agreed on and actively implemented by the pillars of society. How true this is, if we remember that 
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what Rousseau meant by the pillars of society was the State, the market and the citizens. In specific 
terms, that means that we should not exempt anyone from their responsibilities, there must be 
dialogue between all concerned and subordination of individual interests to the common good.  

 

* 
 

*          * 
 
 
That brings me to one last factor which, in my opinion, plays a decisive role as both an expression and 
engine of European identity: civil society, and organised civil society in particular. After all, action by 
civil society is determined by people's basic needs and values, taking the interests of the community 
into account. Unless there is intensive involvement of stakeholders from organised civil society at 
all decision-making levels and ongoing participation by them in political and strategic processes, 
we can forget about European integration. After all, good governance, which means systematically 
giving organised civil society a participatory role in the formulation and implementation of strategies 
for the future of our society, has become part of our cultural heritage, and, as such, part of our 
identity. Experience has taught us the importance of this growing awareness, not least from the 
processes which led to the fall of the Iron Curtain. 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
I have tried to convey my views on the elements of European identity and the conditions attached to 
it; I still need to explain what European identity means to me. As I have already explained, there have 
always been countless academic discussions on this subject. However, I doubt whether the average 
citizen really cares whether his identity is a political or cultural one (a point on which the theorists are 
at loggerheads). European citizens want to be able to identify with Europe, they want to feel accepted 
as part of it and to participate in shaping its future. They need a feeling of allegiance to Europe. We 
need to get back to the original meaning behind the concept of "homeland", which unfortunately has 
received a great deal of abuse from politicians. Using rational arguments to implant Europe in the 
minds of our fellow Europeans is no help at all - we need to win over their hearts as well! However, 
we can only do that if we take the cultural and social elements of European identity into account. Not 
only that, we also need to make it quite clear what such a European identity is all about. There is too 
much of a temptation to see identity as something which separates one thing from another, an either-
or. European integration is a process (as the reference to "ever closer Union" in the founding treaties 
makes clear); culture is a process rather than a state, and therefore European identity too is not so 
much about dividing lines as about a kind of "added value" which Europe can offer us. Seeing 
ourselves as Europeans does not mean giving up either our individual identities or our local, regional 
and national identities. On the contrary, we get something extra, which strengthens and enriches us at 
all levels of identity. Teilhard de Chardin put it very well – he defined identity as "staying true to 
oneself even during change". 
 
I would therefore conclude by summarising my arguments: obviously, European identity is not a static 
thing; it is not something which is set in stone. On the contrary, like culture, and as part of culture, it 
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is an ongoing process on many levels and in many fields. All of us participate both as subjects and 
objects in this European identity-forming process, and we have an individual and collective 
responsibility for how and to what extent this process moves forward successfully or peters out. 
 
My simple conclusion is that we should all feel encouraged to join in, and to engage in active, creative 
reflection and activity. Today's conference is a clear indication that all of you are resolved to 
participate in this process, and that you are ready to commit yourselves to a social Europe. 
 
I would like to thank the conference organisers once again for giving me an opportunity to speak on 
this key subject at this important occasion - and I would like to thank all of you for listening so 
attentively. 
 
 

_____________ 
 

 

  


