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National and European. Polish Political Elite in Comparative Perspective deals with the highly topical issue of European identity among the citizens of the EU, and more specifically, the views of Polish citizens on the issue. However, describing this publication as solely about European identity would be a serious over-simplification. The book thoroughly covers a variety of issues, but every chapter revolves around two core concepts: identity and trust in a sociopolitical context. Methodologically, the book is comparative, containing both comparisons between the general public and the elites, and cross-country comparisons. The publication is based on data collected under the framework of the INTUNE international project. So the authors rely on solid data derived from representative interviews with members of national elites (Members of Parliament, the economic elite, media elite, and trade union elite), and public opinion polls. What makes this publication very valuable is that these uniting ideas are not only presented as “one side of the equation,” but are analyzed both as dependent and independent variables. Thus the concepts which are analyzed are covered in highest possible detail and from every imaginable angle. 

However the strength of this book is somehow also its partial weakness. The reason is that the topics of certain chapters either do not fully elaborate upon the main arguments, do not offer answers to the research questions of the book, or it is not sufficiently explained why these topics are important for the basic idea of the book. This does not mean that these chapters are qualitatively weaker than the others; they simply do not completely fit into the general concept of this publication. These chapters would be very good studies separately. For example, the following topics are not necessarily important for the basic argument about identity and trust: the influence of the politicians’ careers on their attitudes, the politicians’ aspirations for a career in the EU, their attitudes toward gender equality and gender quotas, and the differences in perceptions of immigration between men and women.


The editors of the volume pose two fundamental research questions in the opening chapter. Both are about European identity, whether there are patterns of an emerging European identity, and how this new identity will be compatible with existing national identities. Of course there are additional research questions in almost every chapter. However, the majority of them elaborate upon these two questions. By choosing identity as the central uniting concept of the book, the authors try to examine the problem of citizens’ views of the EU more deeply. So, rather than solely analyzing attitudes towards integration, they look into the identity of the public and elites, national and European, and the relationship between them. This approach is more parsimonious since these attitudes might be affected by many changing factors (and also respondents’ knowledge of the issue might be quite superficial), but the self-perceived identity is a strong explanatory variable that may be able to capture the deeper, even subconscious feelings of the citizens.


The first part of the book tries to answer – and succeeds – whether the functioning of the EU and its democratic legitimacy depend on the development of a common European identity. The authors argue that those parts of the general public and the elites who are attached to Europe are more likely to support the deepening of integration in Europe (p. 47-48). This means that the development of a common European identity is one of the preconditions of a united, well-functioning EU. However, it is also its result. A second fundamental research question is whether the feeling of being attached to the EU is compatible with a distinct national identity. Or in other words: is it possible to be “national” and European at the same time? The authors found that in the case of the elites the two identities are compatible. However, in the case of the general public, the situation is quite different. The more they feel attached to their nation, the less they are attached to Europe (p. 37). The coexistence of the two identities would imply that the issue of European integration has penetrated people’s everyday life. So, according to the results, the life of the elites is strongly affected by the European Union, thus their national identity is supplemented by a European identity. On the other hand, the everyday lives of the general public seem not to be strongly connected with EU issues, so they have not developed a strong European identity yet.


The second major issue of the book is trust in national and European institutions. The authors argue that trust is an important feature of a democratic polity, since citizens in some degree should trust their governments in order to accept their decisions. In the chapters on trust, a very interesting pattern emerges. The general public in the new member states trust the EU institutions more than their own authorities. In the old member states, the situation is reversed (p. 89-91). Intriguingly, in the new member states, trust in various EU bodies is not differentiated: the Commission and the Parliament obtained very similar results, even though only one of them is elected. This means that the respondents probably did not make a difference between them and evaluated them from the viewpoint of trust in the EU. This effect might have been caused by a lack of knowledge about EU institutions in the new member states, and also because the public perceives politics in Brussels as much cleaner than domestic politics.


The last chapter offers the most courageous and interesting hypotheses of the book. However, some of the findings are quite confusing. The authors analyze differences between EU countries in their level of democracy and its influence on identity. They try to discover whether political elites and the general public exhibit stronger European identity in countries with well-grounded democracies than in the post communist countries. However, at the beginning of the chapter, they also point to the possibility that the newly admitted countries will have stronger European identity, since they see the Union as an opportunity and as a club of selected countries (p. 184). The problem with these two assumptions is that where the first one fails, the second one comes in. The first deals with democracy and the second with length of membership, and they therefore explain very different things. Thus, it would be scientifically correct to use only one of these hypotheses. The second problematic thing about this concept is that at first glance there is no evident connection between the level of democracy and the strength of European identity, or trust in EU institutions. Moreover, the logic behind this correlation is not explained in the book, so we do not discover why a higher level of democracy should predict a stronger European identity. On the other hand, this chapter also has a very strong side. Scientifically assessing the level of democracy in a country could have been a very problematic, but the authors managed to elaborate a very thorough method. They analyzed three indexes of the democracy of three different organizations, and found that the patterns in the indexes are convincingly similar. Moreover, and more importantly, the three scales are highly correlated. This means that the chosen indexes of democracy are reliable and offer a solid ground for further statistical operations. However, the results of the data analyses brought even more confusion to this chapter. The authors found that in Western democracies, European identity is weaker than in the less democratic post-communist countries (p. 191), so this disproves the hypothesis about the influence of the level of democracy. The results actually imply that less democratic countries are characterized by stronger European identity. The problem is that the less democratic countries are at the same time new member states of the Union. Thus the explaining variable is probably not their low level of democracy but the fact that they are new member states, i.e. they are enthusiastic about integration. This then means that the level of democracy has no effect on European identity. The clearly visible pattern of influence of level of democracy on identity could be a “coincidence,” since the less democratic countries are also the new member states. Moreover, the authors admit that the length of membership is more important than the level of democracy when it comes to influencing the strength of European identity (p. 192). However in the summary section of the closing chapter they once again state that the level of democracy affects identity (p. 201), which makes this chapter even more confusing. The fact that the closing chapter lacks a summary or generalization of the most important findings of the book is also problematic. In addition, the book could have outlined a possible theoretical concept of European identity based on its findings, but no elaboration of this kind is present.


In summary, the quantity of hard and good work behind this book outweighs its problematic parts. The authors offer many valuable findings, which are a huge contribution to the literature about European identity and trust in institutions. This is why this volume might be a great help for everyone who is dealing with the attitudes of the general public and elites on European integration.

Alexander Karvai
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