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Introduction: 

The centenary of the First World War this year was marked by a complicated series of 

commemorations. On both sides of the now-invisible front line that stretched across western 

Europe for four years in the early twentieth century, national governments and their citizens have 

chosen to remember the Great War, often in tandem with the customary annual events that 

memorialize the contributions of people who lost their lives in conflicts both past and present. 

 The First World War was a markedly European one, and the events that occurred in its 

wake seem to historians and the public alike to have borne Europe directly into the present 

moment. A shared yet troubled history is cited in the Schumann Declaration of 1950 as the 

foundation for a programme of increased integration and cooperation on the continent, in part to 

avoid such carnage in the future, and in part to carry a shared cultural legacy into a more 

prosperous future.  

  Despite this precedent, this year’s national acts of commemoration also occurred in the 

context of unprecedented Euroskepticism–doubts in the feasibility and ultimate vision of further 

expansions of the European Union project, and even regret among groups in member states for 

having joined in the first place. How have the centenary and the activities commemorating 

Europe’s shared trauma in 1914-1918 affected the dialogue in Europe on integration? Has public 

discourse shifted in the context of an increased focus on the war to end all wars? This study will 

examine this very question through a close reading of daily national newspapers in four EU 

countries, the United Kingdom, France, Belgium, and Ireland, in an effort to determine whether 

the centenary has shifted the outlook on Europe. This author suggests that commemorative 

activities for the centenary of the First World War have not impacted attitudes towards European 
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integration; they have instead led to demonstrations in the national press of attachment to national 

identity over a European shared identity.  

Literature review:  

Literature on national identity and European integration has been more common in the last 

decade due to the rise of publicly voiced Euroskeptic sentiment as well as the representation in 

various government bodies both nationally and in the European Parliament, of avowed 

Euroskeptics. Sean Carey explicitly addressed whether national identity is in fact an obstacle to 

European integration, and contends primarily that it is an important element. Purely 

institutionalist approaches to the European Union place the institutions of the Union at the centre 

of analyses, and would therefore maintain that the nation-states of Europe act as principals 

directing their agents in Brussels towards an ideal policy, with the voting mechanism at the center 

of this process (Carey, 2002). However, such an approach, in contrast to Carey’s focus on the 

nations of Europe, can obscure more subtle elements that are very relevant in the minds of 

national voters and citizens. Carey creates a model of support for European integration that uses 

intensity of national feeling, attachment towards one’s country, and fear of cultural encroachment 

as parameters by which to assess “national identity” and concludes through logit analyses of 

survey data that higher levels of attachment to one’s nation can lead to lower levels of support for 

the EU, and that subnational and supranational identities (such as considering oneself a member 

of a region first, or European at all) matters at an individual level. This is significant for this 

study, as the methodology used below adapts the parameters of Carey’s national identity model 

for a textual analysis.   

 Academics have studied the effect of signals from national governments and prominent 

markers of public debate in several ways. Marks and Hooghe (2003) use cognitive and social 
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psychology to determine the effects of political cues on the responses of individuals to complex 

issues. As examined here, national identity, European identity, and the connections to a concrete 

process of European integration certainly qualify as complex.  Marks and Hooghe conclude that 

exclusive national identity is a strong obstacle to support for integration, but strong national 

support can occur in tandem with strong European support. Mass political participation in events 

such as referenda is found to exacerbate pre-existing divisions within society, allowing them to 

be expressed in the open and made more sharp. A referendum is a formal public decision on a 

particular issue, but similar informal activities occur around war commemoration in Western 

Europe, and in Canada, the control case in this study. They occur in the form of public debates 

around the performance of commemoration, for example the wearing of the poppy. In Ireland, for 

example, wearing the poppy and participating in war commemoration has strong ties to the 

British, and can be a symbol of subordinating Irish identity or seeking reconciliation. 

Furthermore, Marks and Hooghe have determined that “emotive anchors” in the public sphere 

can act as cues to help people decide what is in their interest (Marks and Hooghe, 4), which 

suggests that an act of war commemoration can heighten attachment to national or European 

identity, depending on which one is more prominently commemorated. The authors also find that 

the circumscribing of political debates in member states in terms of left and right also affects 

individual attitudes towards integration, but in the aggregate it appears that it does not have much 

of an impact. This observation will be tested through the selection of left-leaning and right-

leaning daily national newspapers in this study.   

 Literature on European politics has also been responsive to the intervening factors in the 

processes of European integration and decision-making that have surfaced in the last decade, and 

these observations have been of significance to this study. Fowler’s study of Hungarian 
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millennial commemorations and the interaction between nation, state, Europe, and a national 

revival in party politics has demonstrated the significance of the parallel processes of state 

formation and identity formation (Fowler, 2004). The particular divisions present within a 

country before the gradual process of the European Union’s integrative and regulatory growth 

can clash with the introduction of a supranational element. For example, Armistice Day 

commemoration in Belgium is marked by debates over language and the French-Flemish divide, 

and the Irish ceremonies are held both in Ireland and at the Cenotaph in London. Whether the 

prominence of a shared European identity is accentuated or subsumed by national and sub-

national divisions remains to be seen.   

 Christine Reh et al (2011) in their study on informal politics employ the frequency and 

context of mentions of European politics in national newspapers as an indication of the salience 

of an issue to the public. In this study, a similar assumption will be made as to the significance of 

the daily national newspaper as an area for public discourse and the creation and re-creation of 

identity-based attachment. Benedict Anderson famously asserted that print capitalism was a key 

originator of the imagined national community (Anderson, 1985) and this assumption, as well as 

Reh’s methodology, form the conceptual basis for the analysis conducted in this paper.  

 Daniele Caramani (1996) has complicated the notion of political homogeneity within a 

national space through her application of nationalization theory to electoral democracy, and 

argues for a separation of those processes that homogenize electoral support, and the sources of 

those influences. This study situates seeks to investigate the latter, in determining the effects of 

nation-wide observances on political outlooks in a specific medium: the daily national 

newspaper.  
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 Political scientists of the European Union are also complicating dominant historical 

narratives of Europe in an effort to better understand the foundations for the project of integration 

and the evolution of expectations by member states, the bureaucracy, and the citizenry within and 

without the EU. Iain McLean (2003) has reviewed prominent analytical narratives of the EU used 

in economics and political science with the more narrative form favoured by historians. Through 

this review, McLean has located the problem of descriptive histories of the EU in their inability 

to yield the testable predictions of behavior essential to political science, and the problems that 

occur when confronted with a supranational reality being explained with a Westphalian statist 

model. Attitudes towards agriculture for example, can tell us about a Europe marked now by 

particular competences and a regulatory EU rather than something amorphously “cultural.” 

McLean’s conclusions on the usefulness of a hybrid “analytic narrative tradition” (McLean, 505) 

are at the core of this study. This development in EU studies is at the core of the analysis below, 

as debates over the role of national identity towards attitudes towards European integration have 

historical roots, as well as implications for voting behavior and interest group lobbying in the 

European Union.  

Methods and data (see Appendix):  

This study uses coverage by a center-right and center-left daily national newspaper from four EU 

countries and Canada to investigate the impact of the 2014 First World War centenary on 

attitudes towards national and European identity. The underlying assumption is that the stronger 

European identity is, the better attitudes towards European integration will be. Since Fowler’s 

article demonstrated that the impediment to European integration is not strong national identity 

itself, but exclusive national identity, and Carey has seconded this conclusion, national identity 

and European identity have been together assigned a national identity value. Four markers of 
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national identity were chosen: the designation assigned to the fallen (“war dead of Britain” versus 

“war dead of Europe”), the prevalence of details on national loss (casualties, national 

infrastructure, industry, historical impact), the use of exclusively national symbols, and an 

invocation of contemporary national politics. Four corresponding markers of European identity 

were chosen: the designation assigned to the fallen, details of European/transnational losses 

(casualties, European landscape, economic ties, historical impact), the use of 

European/transnational symbols, and the invocation of European politics. The German 

government has been unique in its invocation of the war to explicitly encourage further European 

integration (Crossland, 2014). These cases do not demonstrate such a connection made by 

national governments, though cooperation on commemoration activities takes on the language of 

a European (and Commonwealth) collectivity. These four markers of national and European 

identity were used to qualitatively assess the demonstration of national identity and European 

identity in the accounts of commemoration activities carried out in these five cases. Canada was 

chosen as a control case because it suffered great losses in the war, and has a robust culture of 

remembrance, the symbol of the poppy, and continued involvement in military and peacekeeping 

missions. It is not a part of the European Union or continent, but holds cultural and historical ties 

to the European countries in the study, allowing this author to see if the presence of a system of 

supranational governance circumscribed by European-ness affects the intensity of European 

identity.  

 Each publication’s coverage of Armistice Day (Belgium and France), Remembrance 

Sunday (the UK and Ireland) and Remembrance Day (Canada) over a five-year period (2010-

2014) was assigned a value denoting prominence of national identity from negative 5 to 0 (most 

to least prominent). Since exclusive national identity is the key factor, European identity was 
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assigned values from zero to five (least to most prominent). These were added for each year to 

determine the net national identity value, or simply, national identity value, for each year’s 

coverage of war commemoration. A center-left and center-right newspaper from each country 

were chosen, as the literature has shown that this can be a consideration when assessing national 

identity (right-wing individuals tend to be more exclusively nationalistic). Thus, aggregate 

national identity values were computed across left-right divides in national publications (Fig. 1) 

and left-wide attitudes and right-wide attitudes across the European cases were also computed 

(Fig. 2). In this manner, a textual analysis of markers of national and European identity can be 

read across four European cases and a control case, as well as across the left and right in this set 

of countries. Canada was not included in the computation of left and right aggregate national 

identity values, as the aim of this study is to find patterns within the European group. However, 

the Canadian five-year left-right combined values were graphed with the others, in an attempt to 

determine spatially if variation can be attributed to being part of the European Union or simply 

shifts in national politics more specifically. 

Results: 

The purely statistical significance of reviewing one article per year from two publications per 

country over a period of five years is dubious, but this study was not intended as a statistical 

analysis of a wide range of media sources. Rather it is an investigation of a limited time period 

leading up to a deeply significant date in European and national narratives of history. National 

identity values assigned to each of the data reflect qualitative assessments of the relative 

prominent of national identity and European identity, in order to arrive at conclusions about 

exclusive national identity, war commemoration, and attitudes towards Europe.  
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 The data for center-left and center-right publications across Europe yields the clearest 

conclusion. Both left- and right-leaning newspapers demonstrated a heightened sense of 

European identity in 2014, compared to the marking of the same annual day of commemoration 

over five years (Fig. 2).  Centre-right publications were uniformly more exclusively nationalistic 

than center-left ones. This corresponds to the assumption that attachment to national identity is 

associated with more with conservatism than with progressivism.  

 The graph of national identity values for each case is less conclusive. There is no clear 

trend towards a heightened attachment to national identity in 2014 or a dropping-off the farther 

one moves from the centennial. However, national political contexts can be helpful in parsing the 

changes.  

 The Irish publications’ accounts of Remembrance Sunday maintain a high national 

identity value throughout the period, but when read in context, it is clear that the emphasis on 

Irish identity on Remembrance Sunday is due to the historic tensions associated with Irish 

participation in the First World War. Irish war involvement is regarded in the context of British 

control of the Irish state and citizenry during this period, and therefore, participation in the 

European Union in nearly all aspects of political life is superseded in the realm of attachment by 

the deep-rooted Irish national context for Remembrance Sunday. This did not change in 2014. 

 France and Belgium, for whom the war was especially brutal for having been fought on 

their soil, were expected to show high national identity and European identity. For France, the 

trend maintains that the exclusive national identity value was never fully cancelled out by the 

European identity value (yielding a net of zero) except in 2014, when the publications seemed to 

balance national attachment and European attachment (Fig. 1). This makes sense, as Francois 

Hollande’s government was at the center of an inter-allied observance on Bastille Day and into 
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the rest of 2014, and France is the site of the remains of soldiers from all over the world. 

 However, Belgium presented a methodological challenge in the absence of useful data. Le 

Soir and La Libre Belgique were selected for Belgium as representative publications on par with 

the same level of readership, cultural prominence, and left-right spectrum of the other samples, 

but unexpectedly, explicit coverage of Armistice Day was lacking in Belgium. It was not in the 

form of complete articles, and it was only addressed on par with other national publications when 

an issue of domestic importance impeded the proceedings, for example a debate over the French-

Flemish divide, or the involvement of the Belgian royalty. This could also reflect a problem of 

selection of representative cases in this study. To keep a control over variables, similar types of 

publications and articles were selected for analysis, but perhaps in Belgium, Armistice Day is 

commemorated through other media or before or after the fact, or perhaps veterans are 

remembered on another nationally significant date. The reasons behind the dearth of similar 

coverage in Le Soir and La Libre Belgique are unclear. Nonetheless, the three data points 

available demonstrate a rise in attachment to European identity in 2014 on par with the French 

trend, when compared to the high values in 2011 and 2010 (Fig. 1).  

 The trend in the UK is generally stable around a low level of exclusive national identity, 

which is understandable, considering the fact that the UK’s commemorative activities generally 

operate with itself at the center of the Commonwealth contribution to the First World War, as 

opposed to a solely continental military effort. The accounts of the 2014 commemoration did 

show a rise in European identity, but in general, it remained an act of national remembrance in 

the UK. 

 The Canadian case is interesting because it is the most varied, and may indicate the 

stabilizing effect of membership in the European Union on fluctuations in public discourse 
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around war. The turn towards the Canadian nation in 2014 can be explained by the impact of the 

armed attack on Parliament Hill that preceded Remembrance Day. On the political left and right, 

this lent a particular intensification of attachment to a home nation seen as under threat. In 2013, 

there was a turn towards attachment towards a European identity, but in context, this is due to 

anticipation of the next year’s centenary in the articles. In 2010, Canada observed the last 

Remembrance Day before withdrawal of Canadian troops from Afghanistan, and which lent a 

particularly cosmopolitan nature to the commemoration, emphasizing the long legacy of 

Canadian troops on foreign soil, beginning with the First World War. The impact of other events 

on the tradition of war commemoration was demonstrated starkly in attitudes towards the nation 

in Canada, but similar shocks occurred in the public discourse of the UK, France, Ireland, and 

Belgium also. These trends were much more stable, however, which suggests that an emphasis on 

a transnational community centered on the institutions of the European Union today and 

stemming from a shared past serve to blunt the effects of such shocks on attitudes towards war 

and war dead.  

 The limitation of a textual analysis of newspaper sources is the extent to which national 

daily newspapers indicate anything significant about public discourse, voting behavior, or the 

activities of interest groups. Ultimately, these are the factors that translate national identity into a 

potential obstacle for European integration, because they facilitate the transition of opinions and 

national sentiments into results at the bureaucratic, democratically representative, or institutional 

level. However, the language and trends in national newspapers are significant. Newspapers have 

a wide readership in both print and online forms.  They affect the perceptions of citizens, 

resulting in self-fulfilling prophecies in some cases. This makes them a valuable resource for 

political scientists. Graphically representing a limited data set such as this can be misleading with 
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respect to the strength of trends over time, and these results do not justify strong conclusions 

about national identity outside the scope of this study. Assigning a value to national identity, and 

representing exclusive national identity by making nation and Europe numerically cancel each 

other out was an attempt at representing quantitatively and spatially a set of data that are difficult 

to otherwise interpret empirically.  

Conclusion: 

 With these limitations in mind, the trends in the data are still significant for an 

understanding of national identity, war commemoration, and European integration. 

Commemorative activities for the centenary of the First World War did not overwhelmingly 

impact attitudes towards European integration as demonstrated in these publications. Markers of 

an exclusive national identity were prominent in all cases. Nonetheless, there was an increase in 

attachment to European identity in 2014, due to the collaborative nature of inter-allied 

remembrance, and the cultural significance of the centenary of the First World War. This is 

useful for an understanding of European integration, because these conclusions suggest that 

despite the presence of an exclusive national identity, issues that are considered culturally or 

historically significant have an impact on the relative intensity of that exclusivity. The impact of 

this on the future of Europe remains to be seen.  
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Appendix: 

Figure 1: 

 

 

 

2014	 2013	 2012	 2011	 2010	
UK	 -1	 -2	 -1	 -2	 -1	
France	 0	 -2	 -3	 -4	 -4	
Ireland	 -5	 -5	 -5	 -5	 -5	
Belgium		 1	 4	 4	
Canada	 -2	 2	 -1	 -1	 3	
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Figure 2:  

 

 

 

 

2014	 2013	 2012	 2011	 2010	
National	identity	values	for	
centre-left	publications		 -2	 -4	 -3	 -4	 -4	

National	identity	values	for	
centre-right	publications		 -3	 -5	 -6	 -7	 -6	
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